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DePue: Today is May 21, 2009. My name is Mark DePue; I’'m the director of oral history
at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. Today’s an important day for me
because I get to start with a series, and I hope it will be a long and fascinating
series, of interviews with Governor Jim Edgar. Good afternoon, Governor.

Edgar: Good afternoon. It’ll be long; whether it’s fascinating, we’ll have to wait and see.

DePue: (laughs) Well, it’s always fascinating to me to hear these stories and reflections.
Tell us where we’re sitting.

Edgar: We’re sitting in my office at the Institute of Government and Public Affairs on the
campus of the University of Illinois. This was an office originally designed for
then-president Stan Ikenberry. When he retired, this was going to be his office.

He left for a few years and went off to Washington to head up the National Higher
Education Association, and while he was gone, they hired me and gave me his
office. So it’s a particularly nice office because university professor—type offices
aren’t very nice, usually; they’re very small. This is pretty large and has good
window sunlight. I’'m very happy to be here.

DePue: I’ve seen some of the offices over in the library, and it would certainly not be
anything I would aspire to.

Edgar: No. When Dr. Ikenberry came back to U of I, we had an agreement: he took his
secretary back, but I kept this office. He got a little office over in the education
building; his secretary retired a year later, so I came out the best on that deal—
which is one of the few times I came out better on a deal with President Ikenberry.
I tell you, U of I did well when he dealt with me as governor.

DePue: Dr. Ikenberry is going to factor in pretty importantly down the road in these
interviews, but I think it’s probably four or five sessions from now, at least.

Edgar: That’s right. It’s a few years from where I think we’re going to talk about today.
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Absolutely. Tell us when and where you were born.

I was born on July 22, 1946, the same day that the Haganah and Irgun blew up the
King David Hotel in J erusalem.' That’s the only thing of major importance that
happened that day, except I was born in Vinita, Oklahoma. My parents had moved
to Oklahoma right after the war. My dad worked with some of my mom’s cousins
in a feed business, agricultural-related supplies, and that’s where I came along.

As much as you can, [ want you to lay out the family history; I’'m always interested
in the first generation that got to the United States, and at least in one side of the
family and maybe both, that came to Illinois.

It was in one that I was aware of: that was my great-grandfather, James Edgar.
Now, people think maybe I’'m named after him, but as I’ll explain a little later, it
was kind of an afterthought; it seemed like every generation had a James Edgar. My
great-grandfather was a young man; he was in his late teenage years. He came from
Suffolk—he actually came from Bury Saint Edmunds—in England and came over
to the United States, and, as I understand, came straight to Coles County in Illinois.
I’'m not sure why he came straight to Coles County, but he did come here, I think,
immediately; he didn’t stop and spend any amount of time someplace else. He came
and got into farming.

Now, one of the things I like to tell about my great-grandfather: before he got
very old—he came over here in about 1856—in 1858, he and a group of boys from
Humboldt went over to see the Lincoln-Douglas debate in Charleston.”

Wow.

So it was a great line I always had to tell about at Lincoln Day dinners, that my
great-grandfather went and listened to Lincoln and Douglas debate. Now, I don’t
point out the fact he was a Democrat. (DePue laughs) Most of my family members
were Democrats. He, at some point, moved from Humboldt to Arcola, which is in a
different county than Coles but only about eight miles apart. A lot of movement
between those two towns. He was a farmer. He had bought, as he got older, a few
hundred acres of farmland; was on a bank board; active in the Methodist church.
One of his sons became a Methodist minister.

When he first came over, did he come by himself?

Yes. He came by himself. Again, I'm not sure why he settled in Coles County. He
came—

Do you know why he left?

! Haganah and Irgun were Jewish paramilitary groups active before the creation of the state of Israel in 1948.
2 This debate, the fourth of seven, was held September 18, 1858, at the Coles County fairgrounds.
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I think probably for a better life. I had a chance to go to Bury Saint Edmunds and
trace some of the family events; saw the house he was born in, or lived in—not sure
if he was born there. His family never had much money. They were from Scotland
originally. In fact, I think his father—who was James Edgar, who he later brought
over to the United States—had moved down from Scotland, along the border of
Scotland and England, to Bury Saint Edmunds. Periodically they’d go back to
Scotland; some of them would stay. My great-great-grandfather’s brothers lived
with him.

Back then, in England, they had to fill out a census; they called them, I think,
drapers. That basically means ‘““salesman,” which means they probably did a lot of
everything just to stay alive. So he didn’t come from money, that’s for sure. What
was interesting: while everybody had to be married in the Church of England, they
actually attended one of the non—Church of England churches. On the political polls
in those days, you had to publicly declare how you voted. My great-great-
grandfather always voted for the radical candidate. He didn’t vote for the two
mainline parties; he voted—

Was this in the United States or back in England?

This was in England. So my great-grandfather grew up in a home where they
probably barely got by, and their politics and their religion were somewhat
unorthodox.

That’s interesting. Did your great-grandfather, then, have a little bit of money in his
pocket when he came here, or—

I don’t think so. I don’t know.
Farming was pretty cheap to get into at that time.

Yeah, I think he probably worked as a hired hand then got some money. No, he did
not come, to my understanding, with any money; he just kind of came on his own.
And again, he was not twenty yet; he was still in his teens. Then, after he began to
get established and do well, his mother had passed away, but he brought his father
and his maiden sisters—I guess, is how they were always described—over to live in
[llinois. They’re all buried out in the cemetery in Humboldt where he’s buried.

It always impresses me the gumption that these people had; to come over as a
teenager, all by yourself, to this foreign land.

Right, right. Yeah, because England, while it was tough, you’d have thought there
were other opportunities maybe you could find. But if you remember your Dickens
novels, things could be kind of grim, it seemed like, in England at that time,
whereas the United States the possibilities were endless.

I’m not supposed to do this, but my great-grandfather came over, I think, in 1846,
somewhere around there, and landed in Eastern lowa at the same timeframe.
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On the other side of my family, my mother was a Moore. Her father—we just know
he came from Ohio and then settled in Humboldt—Marshall, who was very
important in my mother’s life, had a general store. He also was a Democrat, pretty
strong Democrat. I don’t know much about his family, outside of they came from
Adams County in Ohio, where a lot of people in that part of Coles County came
from. My mother’s mother was a Smith, and you can trace their ancestry back to
Revolutionary War days; members fought in the Revolutionary War and things like
that. But on my great-grandfather Edgar’s side, he married a woman named
Helegoss or Hilligoss; her family had come from Indiana—and I think had been in
Ohio—as a lot of the people did. Most of my relatives I have looked at came from
Ohio, then Indiana, or maybe Ohio and straight into Coles County, or through
Indiana into Coles County. Most of them I’ve been able to trace were here pre—
Revolutionary War. In fact, some of them came here in the 1600s to the United
States, settled maybe in Virginia or Pennsylvania, places on the East Coast, and
then the families slowly migrated.

I had—I don’t know how many “greats” back—a grandfather who was, I
think, a drummer boy in the Revolutionary War. He had jumped ship from the
British; he’d come over and jumped ship and got on the American side. I had
another ancestor who fought in the Revolutionary War out in Pennsylvania—
probably fought in the Indian Wars more, like Drums Along the Mohawk, if you
remember that movie.

Oh yeah.

That kind of era, that kind of environment. So we qualified for the DAR [Daughters
of the American Revolution]; but the one I'm most familiar with is my great-
grandfather, kind of my namesake, who I’ve been able to trace because the Edgars
were the last ones to come over. They were of Scottish origin before this. There
were some English Edgars, but there were more Scottish Edgars, and he was first
generation in England from Scotland.

What was he doing during the Civil War?

I don’t know. No indication he was in the armed services, so I don’t know if he
bought somebody to (DePue laughs) take his place or...

He would have been pretty close to the age when he could serve.

Yeah, he would have been the age. He’d have been in his early- to mid-twenties.
But no, there was no indication he was in the Civil War. Coles County itself was a
hotbed for Copperheads. In fact, at the square in Charleston by the courthouse, they
had the most deadly battle north of the Ohio River between some Copperheads and
Union soldiers. I think four or five people were killed in that shootout.” So while
Coles County probably voted for Lincoln, there still was a good number of

3 “Copperheads™ was the name given to Northern Democrats who opposed the Civil War. See
http://www.eiu.edu/~localite/coles/copperhead.htm for an excerpt of the event’s press coverage.
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Copperheads and people who were not that sympathetic to the Union cause—which
is true in a lot of southern Illinois.

Yeah, if you go much farther south, most of that part of Illinois was settled by
people coming from Kentucky and places like that.

Yeah, and a lot of people at that time in Coles County were from Kentucky and
Tennessee, particularly—

So that was kind of the mixture area, then.

Yeah, the southern half of Coles County was predominantly people from Kentucky
and Tennessee. The northern half, where my great-grandfather settled, had a lot of
Germans who came; and that was later. They had to drain the swamps because it
was all flat prairie and the water stood. It was considered terrible land. Nobody
wanted to live there. You’d get malaria and things. And it took them a while to
figure out how you drained the swamps. The Germans came over, and they didn’t
have any money. They got all the bad land, and that turned out to be the best land
because they figured out how to drain it. It’s probably some of the best farmland in
the world.

I was going to ask you to describe Coles County in terms of its agricultural heritage.

Coles County has some excellent farmland. One of the last glaciers stopped right
about Charleston. You go south of Charleston, and it’s hilly; north of Charleston,
it’s flat as a pancake. So that land north of Charleston, particularly over where my
great-grandfather settled in Humboldt, and where my mother’s folks came from in
Humboldt, that’s really good farmland, very expensive farmland. If you go south of
Charleston, where I really had no relatives from—my wife does, but I don’t—it’s
hillier.I It was settled earlier and settled by people from Kentucky and Tennessee,
predominantly. But today, it’s not the best farmland. The farmers who are better off
are the ones north of town, because they’ve got much more productive acreage up
there.

Yeah, that starts about the border of Illinois and heads right up into northeastern
Iowa, I think—that huge swath of land.

Yeah. You go west of the Illinois River—it always amazed me when I traveled over
there—it’s much hillier, because apparently the glacier didn’t come straight down
all over the state; it was in more the eastern half of the state. So the hills you see in
western [llinois, even though it’s the same latitude as we are in eastern Illinois’s
completely different terrain.

When you were growing up here in Charleston, did you have relatives, who were
still involved in agriculture?

I didn’t have many relatives in Charleston, but I still had a lot of relatives up in the
Humboldt area who were involved in agriculture and still are today. My dad’s



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

father—who was also James Edgar—wasn’t the first. It’s just every generation, as a
last thought, Oh, I want to name one of them James. Because I was the last male in
my generation of all the cousins, and I was named James, it wasn’t to keep that
thing going. The same way with my uncle, who was the last one in his generation.
My grandfather James—they called him Rue—farmed too, but he lost his farm
during the Depression. My dad always wanted to be a farmer, but they lost the farm.
After they got married, they went to Chicago and...

After your parents got married?

Got married, and so he never got a chance to be a farmer. But some of my father’s
sisters married farmers, and their families still, to this day, remain in agriculture.
I spent a lot of time out on those farms when I was growing up.

Do you know, roughly, the year that your grandfather would have lost the farm?

No, they just said he lost it during the Depression, so I guess it would have been
sometime in the early thirties.

You said that side of the family typically voted Democrat?

I think all my family voted Democrat. (laughs) My mother’s family voted
Democrat, and my father’s family voted Democrat. Interesting; some of his sisters,
though, became Republicans—not so much by marriage, as I think they were a little
more that way. But I grew up in a family that was nominal Democrats. I was always
referred to as the Republican in the family.

The other guy, huh?

Yeah. And even my cousins in Oklahoma, where I was born and we stayed close
with, some of them were Republicans and some were Democrats. The some that
were Republicans made up about half of the Republican Party in Oklahoma because
in the forties and the early fifties, there weren’t many Republicans in Oklahoma.
That’s changed, but...

That’s changed in a big way now.

Yeah, but right now, they have a Democratic governor. There are still a lot of
Democrats, but they’re a different type of Democrat than we run into in the northern
states.

Do you know much about the lore of your parents’ courting and getting married?

My mother was a freshman at Eastern Illinois University. Her father, who was very
important to her—because her mother died when she was five or six years old—she
was raised by her father, who had a general store, was a strong Democrat. He also
served on a couple education boards that were elected—township things. I don’t
think it was the school board, per se, but he was a prominent person in the
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community because Humboldt’s a very small town. That was, I think, the only
general store. Her mother had been a schoolteacher before she got married. Her
oldest sister was a schoolteacher, who also taught her one time in school. So her
family was pretty strong on education. All of them had come over to Eastern—in
fact, I think her oldest sister had actually gone to high school and finished up over
at Eastern in the old lab school high school.

So she went off to college—it was just kind of taken she was going to go to
college—and she went to Eastern. But toward the end of her freshman year, she
eloped with my father. My father had not gone to college. He’d gone to Arcola
High School, then he, I think, was farming, working on farms, and they got married.

What year would that be?
Let me think. I should have checked on that. It would have been...
Tom was born in *37.

So it would have been, probably, ’35. Then they immediately went up to Chicago—
that’s what all the Edgars did—because there were no jobs for him downstate, and
all of his brothers had pretty much gone up to Chicago to work.

It’s still in the midst of the Depression, as well.

Right, and they didn’t have a farm. Even if they had the farm, he [grandfather]
didn’t have that much farmland; they would have probably had to do other things
anyway. So his sisters had married farmers; two of them stayed and two of them
went away, but all the boys went to Chicago. When he got married, my mother and
he went to Chicago, and they both worked at Marshall Field’s, the big department
store.

Downtown Chicago.

Downtown, right. They worked in a downtown Marshall Field’s and lived on the
South Side of Chicago, about Sixty-seventh Street, near the IC [Illinois Central
Railroad] tracks. I don’t think they realized they were poor, but they barely got by.
I mean, Mother and one of her sisters-in-law would walk for miles, where there was
a bargain on vegetables or something like that.

My mother loved to dance. My father, I guess, was a pretty good dancer,
too—a trait that I did not inherit. That was the days of the big bands, and my mother
used to tell me when I was growing up how much she used to enjoy—they’d go
hear Guy Lombardo—Wayne King was her favorite—the Dorsey Brothers, or
Glenn Miller. There were two big ballrooms in Chicago. The Aragon, I think, was
on the north side, and I forget what’s the one on the south side, and they lived on
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the South Side.* On Wednesday night, you could get in real cheap; they would
always go on Wednesday night and go to the dances. That’s something she always
missed, I think, when she came back downstate, because she loved going to those
dances. My mother was pretty reserved, though there were stories about her maybe
sneaking out occasionally to go on a date—from the house; I don’t think it was the
dorm, Pem Hall. [Pemberton Hall].

When she was in college, you mean?

I never got it straight exactly when it was, but sometime at that age. Everybody who
knew my mother was just shocked to hear that she ever did anything like that,
because she was the youngest in her family, raised by her father and some extent by
her oldest sister, and, I think, always minded them. But occasionally, she would go
do things like that. Early on in that period, she even tried smoking a cigarette once
in a while, but it didn’t stick with her.

That was not uncommon at all during that era.
Yeah.

Fred told me that while they were living up in the Chicago area, your father also
worked at a steel mill for a while.

Right, my father, while he came out of a Democratic family, he worked in a steel
mill and got involved in some of the labor disputes on management’s side. And
there’s pictures—

Was he a manager himself?

No, he wasn’t a manager, but they hired people that would buck the unions, and he
went in and did it. Of course, at that point, he probably just wanted a job. But
there’s a famous... If you watch labor history stories, they’ll show cars going into
this plant in Chicago and some people getting killed. He was supposedly in the last
car that made it and didn’t get killed. The car behind him, the people got pulled out
and killed. I can’t remember if it was Memorial Day, Labor—it was sometime in
the summer months when this happened. But I know I’ve watched those things, and
Mom has said, “That’s the one your dad...” And Mom would say that Dad would
get trapped in. They’d stay in the steel mill, but the union guys wouldn’t let them
out. There was a way on the river they could come down, on a barge, and he
occasionally would come home. When they would go out, he’d tell Mom, “Don’t
ever say anything about me being in the steel mill,” because union thugs had
followed other people home and beat up their families. So Mother had that to deal
with. I don’t know if Fred told you this story, but Mom said that they lived around
the street from the Lady in Red.

* Edgar’s parents probably went to the Trianon Ballroom, which was close by at 62nd Street and Cottage
Grove Avenue. Images of the Trianon as it looked in 1935 are available at http://chicago.urban-
history.org/sites/ballroom/trianon.htm.
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No, I didn’t hear that one.

The woman who fingered Dillinger. That happened, I think, in 34, and I don’t
think they were up there till *35, so I’'m not sure if she used to live around the
corner or what. But anyway, that was something she used to always mention
whenever gangster movies would come out.”

When did they move away from Chicago?

Fred might have had a better idea on this. I think they moved away about 1940.
Fred was born in Tuscola, and he was born in the fall of ’40. So at some point
around there, Dad and Mom moved back to Humboldt to work at her father’s
grocery store—it was now a grocery store, no longer a general store—with the idea
that he would take it over, I think, eventually. But my dad and his father-in-law had
different ideas about how you ought to run a grocery store. From the stories my
mom told me, my grandfather wasn’t big on refrigeration and didn’t want to spend
all that money on bringing in things to keep things. The thing was you just put ice
in something. Dad thought they needed to spend money and refrigerate things and
have coolers and become more of a modern grocery store—which they were used to
in Chicago—than the old-time general store. Plus, they’d built a hard road, as they
always called the highway, from Humboldt into Mattoon, so a lot of people got
their groceries in Mattoon; they didn’t have to go to the store in Humboldt. So a
whole lot of things like that. I think that that probably wasn’t going to last, and then
the war came along. My dad would liked to have been in the Air Force, but he had
two kids at that time and was in his thirties; they didn’t take him. But because he
had had experience working in factories, they sent him to an armament plant in
Kansas. That’s how they ended up out in Kansas during the war.

I’ve got the name of the—Parsons, Kansas?

Parsons, Kansas, in southeast Kansas, pretty close to the Oklahoma state line.
Any idea what kind of munitions he was working on out there?

No, I just know it was ammunition of some kind.

Did your mom ever talk about those years out in Kansas?

We used to visit, because that was just over the state line from Vinita. That’s how
she went down and met her cousins, because she really didn’t know her cousins till
then. They went down and visited, and that’s when, after the war, my mother’s
uncle offered Dad a job with the family, as he offered everybody in the family. But
anyway, she enjoyed Parsons. She had a good friend there, Thelma Clary was her

> Anna Sage, the “Woman in Red,” tipped federal authorities to John Dillinger’s presence at the Biograph
Theater, July 22, 1934; twelve years to the day before Edgar’s birth. At the time of Dillinger’s death, she lived
at 2420 N. Halsted Street. The U.S. deported Sage to Romania in 1936. Chicago Tribune, July 26, 1934, and
April 30, 1936.
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name, and we used to go visit her, even during the fifties. When we’d go down and
visit Oklahoma, we’d go visit Parsons, Kansas, too. That’s where she spent the war
years. I remember them talking about when they got word that Roosevelt had died,
and then when the war was over. All the things that people remember from those
years; that’s where she was, and I would listen to them tell those stories when I was
young. But when the war ended, of course, the armament plant closed, and that’s
when they went down to Oklahoma, and Dad took the job with my mother’s
relatives. My mother’s uncle had several of his sons-in-law in the business, too.

This is not a small business, then.

It wasn’t big enough for all the cousins and sons-in-law, (DePue laughs) Dad
decided, and that’s why they came back to Illinois. But they were in Oklahoma
probably for three or four years, and that’s where I was born. I was born in ’46. And
then I think about ’48—I was probably about two or three when we moved back to
Coles County.

What brought your dad back to Coles County?

Dad was in his mid-thirties at that point—or getting to be toward his late thirties—
and I think they wanted a more permanent job. They realized there were too many
relatives in the business in Oklahoma; that it would probably never be able to
support all of them, or maybe in the style they’d like to be supported. And Mom
said, while they’re very close to us—those are our closest relatives in many ways—
they [Edgar’s parents] always felt like maybe the others kind of resented them a
little bit because they really weren’t sons or daughters of this—they were cousins,
and they were kind of late to the party.

You mean your dad and mom were?

Yeah, so they always felt like maybe they had intruded on something there—for a
whole host of those. I think, maybe a little, too, they had grown up in Illinois and
they hadn’t grown up in Oklahoma, and it was a little different. I don’t know what
exactly sparked it, but Dad decided to go into the office supply business, and took
some courses and began to learn how you take care of typewriters and other types
of machines like that.

So they came back to Coles County; they wanted to come back and settle in
Charleston, they thought, because of the university. Back then it was a teachers
college. They thought it would be good to be in a community where there was a
college so that if anything happened to Dad, it would make it a lot easier for the
kids to get a college education. It was good planning because he came back and got
his business going, started it from scratch, and he got the contract to sell typewriters
to the university. I remember he spent a lot of nights—there was a big trucking firm
in Mattoon, Illinois, that had a pretty complex machine that kept track of
information; he had been working to maintain that and had just got it fixed. The
retail store was up on the square in Charleston. It just finally felt like things were

10
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moving along where they was going to be able to make it, and that’s when he got
killed.

But they purposely picked Charleston, because they’d always lived on the
other side of the county. They’d lived in Humboldt or been involved in Arcola, and
that deals with Mattoon; up and down Route 45. Charleston was on 130; that was
the other side. But the reason they came to Charleston—naturally, they should have
gone to Mattoon—but they came to Charleston because of the college.

Why do you say naturally they should have gone to Mattoon? Because that would
have been closer?

That’s where they were from. They were from that side of the county, and it was
pretty common for people from Humboldt to go to Mattoon. A lot of people from
Humboldt would move to Mattoon. It wasn’t as common to come over to
Charleston.

It’s not that much spread, about eight, ten miles between the two towns?

Yeah, but if you talk to people in Mattoon, you’ll find a lot of them came out of
Humboldt. You don’t find as many who came from Humboldt to Charleston. It’s
just the way things were back then. That might be an over-exaggeration, but as I
said, most of the people I know in Humboldt—Humboldt’s part of the Mattoon
school district now. That’s kind of the natural—you’d never think of Humboldt
being part of the Charleston school district.

While we’re in that neighborhood, how would you describe the demographics and
the politics between Mattoon and Charleston?

I don’t know back then, but I know when I was dealing with it, not a whole lot of
difference. Both Mattoon and Charleston probably were Republican, Mattoon
maybe more so in some ways because Charleston had the university, and college
professors always tend to be more Democratic. Mattoon had more factories, so you
did have some more blue collar, perhaps, in Mattoon. It probably all balanced out.
I know when I was running, Mattoon might have had a couple of precincts that
were a little stronger Republican than we had in Charleston, but for the most part,
they were pretty similar. North Coles County, Humboldt, tends to be more
Democrat—where my parents grew up—whereas the northern—

All those farmers were Democrats?

Yeah. I don’t know if some of those Germans had become Democrats when they
came over or what it was, but Humboldt township was Democratic. You go over the
county line into Arcola, where there was a lot of moving back and forth, it was
Republican, much more Republican. So my great-grandfather, who was a pretty
active Democrat, was really in the minority. Of course, he was used to being in the
minority back in England when they were the radicals. In fact, the first time I was
going to run for office, somebody was talking to one of the Republican county
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chairmen in Douglas County and said, “We got a young guy from Coles County
that we think a lot of, and his name is Jim Edgar.” And he said, “Well, I don’t know
any Edgars that are Republicans in Douglas County; they’re all Democrats.” Those
were all my cousins. They were all Democrats up there.

(laughs) I know that you were quite young when your father passed away, but |
want you to describe the person that you remember.

Somewhat remote... My dad—particularly from when I was three to when he was
killed—when I can remember, wasn’t around. He was working on the business, and
I was raised by my mother. I was the baby, so my mother probably spent a lot more
time with me at that point than maybe the other two. Fred’s six years older and Tom
was nine years older, so they were out and about. I just remember my father—I was
a little afraid of him because Dad was the disciplinarian in the family, and Fred, my
middle brother, used to get disciplined a lot (DePue laughs); I used to watch that,
and I didn’t want to get that discipline. I think I got spanked a few times, but not
anything like my brother Fred did.

How did he manage to get in trouble?

Just being Fred. Fred sometimes would speak his mind when, at that point, young
people were not supposed to just say what came to their mind to elders. And Dad
was very strict. Fred used to get in trouble. He’d maybe smart off to a neighbor, and
Dad did not want his—his children would be respectful to their elders. Or he’d just
be Fred; just get in some kind of trouble and come home, and Dad would come
home, and he would...

I know that Tom was that much more older than the rest of you.

Tom was older; Tom was smarter. We suspect that Tom probably did just as many
evil things, but he had a way not to get caught and probably get Fred blamed for it.
But Dad—again, I wasn’t around him as much because he was gone a lot of times.
I remember this thing at this trucking company; he would get called out in the
night—they’d break down, and he’d go over there and work all night trying to

get it fixed. But this was important to him, to show he could do that and get a big
customer like that. He also would—and this is when he was killed, too—go back
to Chicago. He had his younger brother, Jim Edgar, who I guess I was named after,
and they’d go up and see White Sox. He was a big White Sox fan, so he’d go up
and spend a couple days...

A South Sider, yeah.

Yeah, a South Sider. [ remember many a time on a Sunday afternoon, he’d be
listening to White Sox games on the radio and fall asleep with the newspaper in his
lap. Because the radio, of course—we didn’t have television—was the main
entertainment thing we had.
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Fred told me that Thanksgivings, he and your dad would oftentimes go to the
annual Thanksgiving game between Tuscola and Arcola.

Tuscola and Arcola. Yeah. I only went once, and I think it was after Dad was dead.
I went with my cousins. Yeah, that was quite a football game. I remember guys
would get hurt, and they wouldn’t want to go to the hospital till the game was over.
They’d want to stay and see how... Dad had played football for Arcola, and so had
several of his brothers. In fact, a couple of his brothers were considered some of the
better players. One went to U of I on a football scholarship, until he got hurt his
freshman year and they took the scholarship away; he never got any farther than
that. He ended up in Chicago, too. That was my uncle Jim. But yeah, that Arcola-
Tuscola football game back in the twenties and the thirties was a major event; and
then when Fred would go with Dad, it would be in the early fifties.

Your father started off having an interest in farming because he thought he could—
He grew up on a farm.

Grew up on a farm. Headed up [to Chicago] and was at Marshall Field’s, then was
working the steel industry, was in munitions, and then came back to a business kind
of thing. Did he see himself as a businessman, because that’s where he ended up?

I think he did. I think he was moving that way. I think if he hadn’t been killed, he
would have evolved into a successful retailer. My dad was a very personable
individual. People liked Cecil. He could be a partier, too. He was known to go to
the establishment... I envision that business would have done well; he’d have been
a member, probably, in the country club, played golf. I watched a lot of my friends’
parents who were successful in business in Charleston and lived that life. We never
did, but I always felt like he would have because he was a hard worker. Dad
worked. He grew up with that work ethic, and I think he did have this business
going well. He would provide good service to the customers, and I think that was
important. He did business with the university, which was one of the major sources
of income in that area. So I think he would have done well in the business.

I neglected to bring up his name before. Cecil was his name?

His name was Cecil. Did not have a middle name. He gave himself a middle name:
Edward. I’'m not sure why Edward, but that was his middle name. But his birth
certificate—as I understand—there wasn’t a middle name on there.

So he would have been Cecil Ed Edgar?
Yeah. Cecil E. Edgar.
And your mother’s name?

My mother’s real name, much to her chagrin, was Onie Elizabeth.
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DePue: Onie Elizabeth?

Edgar: Yeah. She always claimed it was Elizabeth Onie, but it really was Onie Elizabeth.
She also claimed she thought she was born in 1917, and she was born in 1916. I had
to correct her at one point in her life. She was a little taken aback (DePue laughs)
when she found out she was a year older than she thought.

DePue: So it wasn’t that she was trying to pad her age a little bit?

Edgar: No, I think she was born in the latter part of December, so it was almost 1917;
I think that’s how she probably rationalized it. But—

DePue: She didn’t go by Elizabeth, though, did she?
Edgar: No, she went by Betty, which was a name for Elizabeth back in those days.
DePue: A pretty down-to-earth name.

Edgar: Yeah. Dad was the second-youngest of eight brothers and sisters—four boys and
four girls—and Mom was the youngest of...let’s see, one, two, three, four, five.
She’d have been the sixth. A lot of them got TB [tuberculosis] in that family. Her
mother died with it, two of her siblings died with it, and two of her other siblings
had it and then survived.

DePue: [ just read this article that was something of a—
Edgar: Oh, is that the thing that Dan Thornburgh did on my mom?

DePue: —a biography, and he suggested cancer was why your grandmother passed.
(both talking)

Edgar: 1tell you, I thought it was. That’s what I had heard, but then I was just out in
Oklahoma talking to my cousin, who was like my mother’s sister. That’s one of
the cousins we worked in, who had been—my mom was very close—and that’s that
side of the family. She said that she’d got TB. She had TB, then maybe the cancer
came afterwards, but TB was, she [Edgar’s cousin] thought, the cause. So I’'m not
sure which one it was, but apparently she did have TB.

DePue: Did your mother ever talk about what it was like to grow up without a mother,
being raised by her dad?

Edgar: She talked a little bit about growing up. Mother was an excellent mother. Mother
was a mother twenty-eight hours a day, eight days a week, fifty-five weeks a year.
Everything was for her kids, especially for her baby. The other two, too, but there’s
no doubt I was spoiled. Mother—

DePue: Tom was fifteen or so when [your father] passed away.
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But she didn’t work at that time; as Brenda points out, she wasn’t getting paid for
her work. (DePue laughs) She just wanted to be a housewife and be a mother, so her
kids were everything to her. Mom would talk about being the youngest, sometimes.
She had an older sister that was kind of active in Democratic politics in
Springfield—probably wasn’t her favorite sister—and she would come home and
sleep late and just go have lunch with her dad, while Mom had to clean the house,
and things like that.

But Mom had great respect for her father. Her father raised her. I always said
that Marshall Moore, who I never knew—he was dead before I was born—probably
had as much influence on me as anybody because he raised my mother and my
mother raised me. She would talk about how they would walk out from Humboldt,
out to the cemetery, which is about a mile away, every Sunday to visit her mother’s
grave, and then she would play cards with her dad. They played Solitaire and things
like that. I think her dad spent a lot of time with her, as much as fathers did back in
that period. And the fact she was the last one home. She had a brother a couple of
years older who would sleep in late, too, and she used to kind of resent that a little
bit, because she thought he didn’t work too hard.

Did her father get remarried?
No.

We’ve kind of skirted around it up to this point. It was 1953, I believe. Can you talk
a little bit about your father’s death?

When my father was killed? I can remember the day. It was a Sunday morning.

We were getting ready to go to church. Dad had gone up the day before to stay

with Uncle Jim to go to the White Sox ballgame. In fact, I remember watching
him—I think I had been at a movie and came back Saturday afternoon and watched
the car, the van, go. He had kind of what they called a van. It wasn’t a truck because
it was enclosed, and we used to all pack in the back when we’d go on trips, but
that’s what he used where he could...

Kind of like a panel truck or something?
Yeah, and he was driving that up to Chicago. That was the only car we had.
How old were you at this time?

Seven. I had just started second grade. In fact, he had said something to me about it.
He said, “If you didn’t have school, I'd take you up with me, because I don’t spend
much time with you.” But he went up. Then the next day, we were getting ready to
go to church, and one of the neighbors came over and said, “This can’t be Cec, can
it?” because he had one of the Chicago papers saying somebody had been killed in
an accident, and it was Cecil Edgar. We hadn’t heard anything at that point. They
started making calls up there and found the right authority, and they said yeah, it

15



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

was Cecil Edgar from Charleston. That’s how we heard it. And again, that was,
probably by that time, maybe ten o’clock Sunday morning.

Do you remember your mom’s reaction to that?

I remember my mother was very emotional. Mom was pretty solid, but she just
couldn’t believe it... She was very distraught with that. I have to say I was
somewhat indifferent. I was seven. It didn’t mean a whole lot to me. Death just
wasn’t something I related to.

You couldn’t understand it at that time?

No, I don’t think I did, and again, my father—I wasn’t as emotionally close to him
as my mother, to some extent.

Even at that age.

That age, yeah. [ know I didn’t cry. Fred did, Tom—they both were—Fred is
always a little more outgoing than Tom was on anything. I just remember they were
very upset. Mother was very, very upset. I just kind of wandered around, kind of
watched it all, and then we started having relatives come in.

One of the things that was very important to me in that period and that we
didn’t talk about, something that had an impact when I was young: my mother had
polio years before, when polio was huge in the United States.

This would have been ’48, ’50, or...?

About ’51, ’52, that period. When Mom had polio, she had to go to Champaign, to a
hospital; and nobody knew for sure what polio was, except everybody was getting
it. We couldn’t go to school. I don’t think I was ready to go to school then, but I just
remembered my brothers stayed home, and we would play all day. Then the
neighborhood kids, when they got out of school, would come over and play with us,
even though we couldn’t go to school, but nobody really believed it.

This is not such a bad thing, huh?

Yeah. But what I remember happening—the same thing when my dad was killed—
is something I think had an impact on me. Particularly the church responded in a
way—we never went without food. We never ate as well as we did when Mom was
in the hospital with polio, because all the church folks—particularly the church
folks, because that was an important part of our life—brought in food; main meals,
desserts. In fact, when Mom came home, they stopped bringing it; she really wasn’t
able to cook yet, and we were kind of worried what we were going to do about
food.

And then when Dad was killed, the same thing. We had relatives come in, too,
at that point, from Oklahoma; the ones I talked about. As soon as they heard, they
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jumped in the car and came up. But it always made an impact on me, both the polio
and then later when Dad was killed; that community support, and the church
particularly. We were members of the First Baptist Church in Charleston; we hadn’t
been there all that long. I remember when my mom got polio, my dad had to, of
course, go up to Champaign—one of the doctor diagnoses—and he had to take her
up there. And he took us over to the—the minister kept us for a couple of days until
we got everything worked out.

And so Dad’s death—huge impact. I didn’t appreciate, until I was much older,
what it was to grow up without a father. But the immediate impact, the same as
when Mom had polio, was how important that community support is, and the
church in particular. That’s an extended family, and to this day, those people,
whether it’s some of our cousins that were there then or people in the church; you
feel like that’s family. That’s always had an impact on me and appreciation for—
you need that type of support more than just the immediate family.

Tell me more about the church that you grew up in. You said First Baptist Church.
Is that...?

American Baptist Church, which makes it a little different than a Southern Baptist.
In political terms, Nelson Rockefeller was an American Baptist and Strom
Thurmond was a Southern Baptist, so it’s almost that way in religion. The
American Baptist—

Well, you’re a historian. The split between the two Baptist—

The split occurred before the Civil War. It was over slavery. But later on, the
theology maybe wasn’t so different, but their take on it was much more different.
American Baptists were much more mainline, whereas Southern Baptists were
much more fundamentalist.

This impacted, there’s no doubt, my political views: American Baptists, out of
all Baptists, are great supporters of separation of church and state. No way did they
want the state involved in church, and they did not want any state money going to
schools, parochial schools—absolutely not. Also, even on issues like abortion, they
didn’t think the state ought to get involved. That’s a personal decision. And the
American Baptist Church until recently—they finally changed their position—
because we go to the Methodist now; I’'m not sure—they never [wanted] laws
passed opposed to abortion. They may be opposed to it, but they didn’t think
government ought to set that. So I kind of grew up in a—where government doesn’t
get involved in religion, stays away, and those are decisions people have to make.
And also, your religious beliefs—that’s a personal decision. You’ve got to make
that call. You don’t have some bishop or church hierarchy. Baptists are very
independent.

So each church has a little bit of its own flavor?
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Yeah, and each church hires its own minister; nobody assigned them. And they
always said if you get two Baptists together, you’re going to have three different
points of view, and one will get mad and go down the street and start another
church. But that separation of church and state—I remember when I first was going
to run for state representative and they wanted to have a gathering. They said, “Why
don’t we call the church and have it?” I said, “Oh, no, you don’t talk to the church
about that.” I said, “You don’t do that in a Baptist church, you know.” And I can
remember when I ran for—I think I was running for secretary of state. We were
going to the Baptist church in Springfield, across from the governor’s mansion, and
the minister said, “Now, people, don’t forget: there’s an election Sunday, and one
of our members is involved in that.” That’s the closest they ever came to saying
anything, and that was just kind of a reminder: hey, don’t forget to go vote. But

no, no; you just never thought about tying those things together.

But there is no doubt—and particularly after my father was killed—that that
was my mother’s support group, too. Her friends were people from church. She
socialized with people from church—they had their own groups, and to the day she
died, those were her best friends. So I grew up in that environment where I went to
church every Sunday, and sometimes I went to youth group on Sunday night and
even went to prayer meeting on Wednesday. Early on, I wanted to go to church
camp.I If you went to all those [meetings], you got a stamp for each one; and if you
got your stamp book filled, then the church would pay half your cost of church
camp. So that probably induced me a little bit early on to go to those things.

But for my time and my age, I was a churchgoer compared to a lot of my—
most of my friends went to the Methodist Church; or you talked to Tony some, and
he was Catholic. We had some Catholics. We knew they were different because
they went to catechism on Monday. We didn’t have a parochial school in
Charleston. It’s the largest city, I think, in the state of Illinois that didn’t have a
parochial school. But they had to go to catechism on Monday, so they used to go off
on Mondays someplace to that mysterious thing they did in church. But most kids
were Methodist or they went to the Christian Church. Very few went to the Baptist
Church; there were probably only three or four. And I always felt a little kind of
different because of that.

Were there some Southern Baptists in town?

There was a Southern Baptist church. I didn’t know anybody who went to that. It
was called the University Baptist, but I didn’t know anybody who went to that.

Fred recalls while you guys were living down in Oklahoma—
Fred didn’t go that often. Yeah. (laughter)
He remembers a minister down in—

Scotty. Vinita.
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—Oklahoma who was a fire and brimstone preacher.

His name was Scotty, and I can’t remember Scotty’s last name. But that was a
Southern Baptist Church. And that’s how we kind of got to be—Mother was raised
a Methodist; Dad was, too. I don’t think Dad was much of a churchgoer. But when
they moved down to Oklahoma, because all the cousins went to the First Baptist
Church in Vinita, they went and joined. Dad got baptized, I think, while he was
down there. And so when they moved to Charleston, they thought, “We’ll try the
Baptist church and we’ll try the Methodist church.”

They went to the Baptist church one Sunday. The minister visited them the
next day, and they never made it to the Methodist church. And that minister; they
were very good at getting them into things, and Dad was active in the church, then.
From my understanding from Mom, that wasn’t historically true of him, but he was
very active at the Baptist Church in Charleston. He was a trustee. Versus a deacon,
a trustee is more dealing with the building and things like that. The deacons are
more in the spiritual part of it, but Dad was more in the mechanical part of the
church. And we went every Sunday. Again, for him, that was somewhat a
departure, and I think that had started in Oklahoma, from what I understand. I don’t
think he was maybe that much of a churchgoer when they were in Chicago.

Being American Baptist, is it the same tradition as Southern Baptist: you have to
declare, and that’s the point in time when you’re baptized?

Yeah. You’re baptized as a knowing person. To be truthful, I was baptized when

I was seven. I don’t know how much I knew—I probably thought it would help
get me some more stamps for that church camp. (DePue laughs) But it was a tough
thing to go in public, walk down that aisle, and have everybody see you, and then
you knew you were going to get in that tank. I didn’t worry about getting dunked
under water, but it was hard to—I remember it took me several Sundays before

I was ready to step forward. I look back on it: I probably was too young to really
make that kind of decision. But that’s how I was raised. If you’re going to be a
Christian, you need to publicly declare your faith, and that’s how you do it.

I would assume you weren’t alone in being that young and being baptized.

No, but again, there weren’t many young people in that church. There weren’t that
many people in that church. In my age group, there was probably three or four that
went through that, and I think I was the only boy.

What kind of lifestyle values were being preached to you from the pulpit?

Oh, I don’t remember. Basically, live a good life and do what the Bible says; don’t
go out—but I never felt any great pressure. I never smoke or drank, but that
probably had more to do with my mother.
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That was the nature of the question, because when I talk to people about Jim Edgar
the politician, things that oftentimes come up are: straight-laced, doesn’t drink,
doesn’t smoke, doesn’t swear.

Yeah.
And talking Illinois politics: not swearing, that’s kind of unusual.

Brenda will tell you I’ve been known to let a few go occasionally, but I don’t do it
in public, and I try to catch myself.

So that’s more of a factor of your mother’s influence?

My mother’s influence and probably the environment of growing up around the
church, too. It was interesting. The people I'd see at church, some of them, I
thought, Boy, these people have a suit and tie; they’re really important; and then I'd
see them at work and they might be a clerk in some store, or something like that.
That always kind of amazed me because they were up on a pedestal at church, and
then I’d see them, and they were just ordinary blue-collar workers. But I’'m sure my
mother had more impact on me than anything in my life by far. I am the product of
my mother’s raising me. The things I do wrong, I fell off the wagon. My mother’s
influence on me is huge.

Because when I was growing up, when I was real little, she’d read to me at
night. When I'd get sick, she would read. I liked to get sick just so she would read
books to me. Tom and Fred were older and Dad was gone—he had been killed—
so every Sunday afternoon, we’d probably play Monopoly or she’d do whatever
I wanted to do. We ate all our meals together. Fred would occasionally drop in.
(DePue laughs) Basically, when he got into high school, he’d occasionally drop
in. But I think I’'m a product of my mother’s environment. The church was an
important part of that, but the impact of the church was through my mother to me.

You described her character very well. How would you describe her personality?

Oh, I think everybody liked Betty. She just was well-liked. People never understood
why she didn’t ever date after Dad was killed, or thought it was too bad she didn’t
get remarried.

Did she ever explain to you why she didn’t?

She had three boys, and that was her mission in life, to get those three boys raised.
Then after a while, she said, “You know, I’ve gone this long; I don’t know if I want
somebody’s problems. (DePue laughs) First time for love; second time for money,”
and she never found anybody that had that much money. But guys every so often
would call her up. Later on, when I got older, when you could talk—I couldn’t talk
about those things with her till I was probably in my twenties or thirties—she just
said, “I figured they had problems, and I don’t need those problems at this age.” But
it’s too bad. I always feel bad she didn’t get to travel. She always barely got by

20



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

financially. She had pain all the time from polio in her back. Her back was
continually, ever since she had polio, giving her real serious problems.

I want you to kind of lay out, if you could, what she did after your father’s death in
terms of trying to make a living and make a way in life.

Mother had been just a housewife at that point, even though she had one year of
college and she’d worked at Marshall Field’s, but that was just as a clerk. After Dad
was killed, she took some classes at Eastern in typing—I think she knew how to
type, but she hadn’t typed in a long time—to improve her skills so she could get a
job. Most jobs for women at that point were clerical jobs. The first job she got was
at Christmas time. Firestone had a toy section, and at Christmas they were busier
and needed extra help, so they hired her to come—because I remember I wanted an
electric train because my brother had had an electric train. I probably shouldn’t
have wanted that—we didn’t have the money for that—but she worked at Firestone,
and they had the Lionel franchise in town. So one of the things she got at cost was a
Lionel train at Christmas. Mother, if she could, within reason—whatever I wanted,
she would get for me.

People knew that she needed work. Charleston was a small enough town,
people knew Betty; she was a widow lady and she had three boys and she needed—
because we didn’t have any money. Dad had taken out, fortunately, a life insurance
policy for, I think, five thousand dollars, which was a lot of money back then. So
Mother had that, but that was it. Sold off the business, but the business was at the
point where I don’t know if they made anything or not; at least I don’t think he had
any debt from that. With that five thousand, they used it for a down payment to buy
a house, so—

As T'understand, your dad was in business with his brother-in-law?

Yeah, but he had bought him out. Yeah, my mother’s uncle, this one I had told you
she thought sometimes slept too late. But he got so he knew typewriters. He had
already left the—they were going to dissolve the part—because he had already
moved to Decatur to go do his own thing. Uncle Bob had had TB when he was
younger, and he was somewhat reclusive. He had been a dancer and all that stuff
earlier, but by that point, he was really kind of nervous around people, and he had
some ribs taken out. He was always sensitive if you’d walk around him. He would
stay, and he’d work on typewriters and things, but he was not a businessman; that
just wasn’t his thing, so he went to Decatur and did typewriter repair and things like
that there. But he had already made that split before Dad was killed. He came back
and helped Mom and a friend of Mom’s, who was from out in California, a
businesswoman, sell off the business.

But Mom was working at a grocery store. You know, when sometimes they’1l
give away samples at grocery stores? They had her come and do that, and a lady
came through who headed up the agricultural department—used to be the Triple-A,
they’d call it—every county had an agricultural office where, if you were a farmer,
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you’d go and do sign-ups for different programs.6 And she was a woman running it,
which was pretty unusual. Her name was Maxine Mercer, and she came through at
the grocery store and asked mother, “Would you be interested in a job?”” And my
mom said, “Well, yeah, I might be.” So Mom went and interviewed, got hired, and
she worked there for the next, oh, probably twenty years, until the agricultural
department, the only federal agency (laughs) I ever knew that cut back. Mom kept
pointing out, “I think I might lose my job.” I said, “Mom, the federal government’s
never cut back.” They actually cut back.

She could have taken disability at that point because of her back, but she
wouldn’t take it. She thought that was charity, and she wasn’t taking charity. And
the same thing happened when Dad was killed. There was a question about that
accident: Dad might have come across the line—the thought was that his tire had
blown out he’d come across the line—but the guy in the semi didn’t have a valid
driver’s license, and then there was all this thought that she could have sued. But
she didn’t want to sue. She didn’t want to go through a lawsuit. She didn’t want to
put the kids through it. There was mixed feelings about that. She didn’t want
charity; she didn’t want public aid. She thought disability was public aid, and she
didn’t want that—if she’d have taken disability from her job.

But she was okay if we’re talking about family and friends and church, Because
that’s what churches are supposed to do?

Oh, yeah. The church helping out. If anybody gets sick or anything like that; Mom,
she’d make up a dessert or a casserole or something and take it. She was very
supportive there. But she didn’t mind other people doing it; she just didn’t want
herself. She didn’t want something for nothing, was her kind of attitude. So
anyway, she went to work at the Department of Agriculture. She never liked the
job. She—

That’s a lot of years for a place you don’t like.

No, but she needed a job. She needed the money. And she used to—the woman who
I thought was good to give her the job, but she kind of, I think—I don’t know if she
resented her. She just never was that happy at that job, and she’d have much rather
been at home, been a housewife. That’s really what she wanted, to have been taking
care of her kids. Saying that, that job—working for the federal government—there
were benefits there. I don’t know if she appreciated it when she took it, but that was
a good job to have. The university was a good job in Charleston, too, but working
for the federal government was a pretty good thing. Of course, she knew a lot of the
farmers from the Humboldt area, and she got to know all the farmers in the county
because she would deal with them there. Twenty years; it might have been more
than that. I was trying to think when she left to go work at the university. When
they downsized that, they were going to let her go, but they said, “Take disability;

® “Triple-A” was probably a reference to the Agricultural Adjustment Administration.
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you qualify for disability,” but she didn’t want to do that. So she went out and got a
job out at the university.

Roughly what year would that have been?
I ran for the legislature in ’74, so it had to be sometime early seventies.
So you were pretty much grown and out of the house at that time?

Oh, I was gone. Yeah. And she first worked for Dan Thornburgh who was—that’s
who (taps on table)—this...

What’s the last name again?

Thornburgh. Dan Thornburgh at the journalism department. She was a secretary
there, and she worked there for about a year and a half. Then she got a chance to go
to the athletic department, and she loved that. She loved sports because she’d
followed sports, and also, she liked being around the young kids. And the athletic
directors both were—she was kind of like their surrogate mother. She enjoyed it.
Mother on sports: this is very important to understand all of us, the Edgar boys,
especially Fred and myself. Mother never missed a ballgame that any of us played
in. Nobody had a parent that made as many ballgames as my mother.

From listening to Fred, just his own experience, that’s a lot of ballgames.

That’s a lot of ballgames. And even if we were sitting on a bench, which I sat
often—Fred didn’t, but I did—she would be there. In fact, Fred will tell the story
about one time, we had this coach at high school that we all kind of idolized, Coach
Baker—also, you didn’t smoke or drink if you played sports. And that’s probably
had an impact on me, too: “Boy, you better not get in...” But one time he was on—it
was Fred who was playing ball—them about how they got to work harder, and he
says, “You guys have got to go out there and do your best. You’ve got your
parents—they’ve done a lot and they come here. Like Betty Edgar. She comes to
every game. She really sacrifices for Fred here.” And Fred was a little upset his
mom was the... (laughter) But that was Mom.

I knew if I was doing anything, Mother was going to be there. I just kind of
took it for granted. And the same thing with Fred. In high school, he was always
late from practice or whatever. There was always a warm meal in the oven waiting
for him, or she would go in and cook him—it would be ten o’clock sometimes
when he’d show up, and Mom just—she would do that. As I said, there’s no doubt
we were spoiled, but Mother’s whole life was her boys.

How badly can you be spoiled when she can’t have that much money to spoil you
with in the first place?

I didn’t have a whole lot of need. It didn’t take a whole lot to spoil me. (laughter)
Just fix what I wanted for dinner. Brenda, to this day, hates fixing meals because
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she says, “You were spoiled.” She says you had to fix exactly what you wanted the
way you wanted it. I remember when we first got married, one time, I said, “I don’t
want this.” She said, “Well, I don’t care. This is what we’re having tonight.” And |
was like, “No, that’s not how we do this.” (DePue laughs) So we eat out a lot.

But Mother would always have cookies in the cookie jars. And after I left, I'd
come home, and she knew I was coming home—no matter how bad she felt, there
were fresh cookies in that cookie jar when I got in there; and if I was going to be
there longer, she’d fix me fried chicken, which was my favorite, and things like
that. And she’d do the same for Fred. Fred liked sugar cookies. Tom, he was a little
different. He would be gone a lot. He went out to California, so he wasn’t around,
and he got rather eccentric and I think used to challenge Mother a little bit just by
his life. He’d come and sleep on the floor in the living room and didn’t want any
noise till noon, and things like that.

Was that later in high school when you’re—

In college and later. Tom, in many ways, was the closest originally, but Fred was
always—she worried about Fred. (laughs) She worried about Fred getting through
school, because Fred—I think he spent at least six years at Eastern. He had a good
time.

Do you recall the day that Fred got banged up seriously in an auto accident?

Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. Had surgery. Yeah, she... Fred was in high school—
was he still in high school, or was he in college?

He was in high school when that accident occurred.
Yeah, I was thinking when got his head cut. Yeah. (phone rings)
I think that was his senior year.

Yeah, probably. Yeah. And—if that’s really important, they’ll call Sue. I forgot to
turn that off. Again, I always said I was raised by my mother. Anything good that
I ever did or knew, I got from my mother.

I never missed any of my kids’ games either. I was fortunate. I was secretary
of state, and I could pretty well determine my schedule. I did miss a couple of
tennis matches with my daughter because I was governor, or I was running for
governor. I remember I had to miss a tennis game for Elizabeth, and I was really
upset, and the staff said, ”You got a debate with Neil Hartigan. You’re running for
governor. You’ve got to be at the debate.” (laughs) And I said, “She’s got a tennis
game!” (DePue laughs) So I think I made more games; and Brenda, usually, as well.
Even if Brenda couldn’t get there—so I was secretary of state; my schedule rotated
around my kids’ games. Every fall, they’d get the schedule of Brad’s games from
the school before I'd get committed. And that’s part of being a parent. I have to say,
I didn’t want to be anyplace other than watching my kids. That, to me, was... But I
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think I learned that from my mother. There’s nothing more important; and I’'m sure
sometimes my son wished I hadn’t come, (DePue laughs) because he’d come home,
and he’d have to relive the game and why the coach did what he did. But my mom
never did that. Mom never second-guessed the coach, but she was always there to
support us.

Tell me about growing up in what sounds like something of a boarding house.

When we bought the house on Lincoln Street, we were over by the campus, and part
of the way to help supplement a very, very limited income was to take in roomers.
That was pretty common; the dorms weren’t that prevalent at Eastern, and usually a
lot of students would live in a rooming house, more or less. And you’d get so many
college students, and they had to follow certain regulations and things like that. So
for five or six years, probably, we had roomers. Fred would remember because Fred
used to, of course, get in trouble with them, and they’d lock him out because he
was—he’d have been, what, junior high, about ready to go into high school—
always causing them trouble, so they wouldn’t hesitate to...

As I recall, he told the story about one of the kids hanging his mattress out the
window, and things like that.

Yeah. Fred deserved that. (DePue laughs) I stayed out of that, but by the time I got
around them, we had one who was a music major; and I spent time with him, and
he’d try to teach me the accordion. He lived with us all four years, so he got to be
like part of the family. But Fred was old enough that he was around them a lot more
than I was. We had one roomer who actually had been a high school classmate of
Tom’s, and his family had moved out of—been to the university and moved out of
Charleston. But he lived with us a year. We were going to make a telescope
together, and we worked on that. But as I said, they probably had more of an impact
on Fred, more involvement than I did, to tell you the truth.

Did that stop because you moved?

No, that stopped because Mom just really, I guess, didn’t need it, and it got to be
more of a hassle in some ways. The music major, when he graduated—I think by
the time of his senior year he was the only one left—Mom just didn’t really want to
go through, because you never knew for sure what you were going to get.

I’d like to spend quite a bit of time, then, talking about what your life was like
growing up. We’ve spent an awful lot of time talking about your mom and Fred,
and Tom a little bit, but what was it like for you?

I'don’t know. I guess I didn’t know we were poor—and I think we were poor. After
Dad was killed and that car was totaled, we didn’t have a car. We didn’t have a car
until—gee, I think I was almost in junior high. So we had to always rely on
somebody else to give us a ride to church and things like that.

How was your mom getting to work?
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She’d get a ride. She’d get a ride from somebody every day, somebody down the
street, who went to where she worked. We had neighbors that would give us a ride
to church. And groceries—I’m not sure how she did that, unless she’d maybe get
the groceries when she was at work and get a ride home. Clothes-wise, I always
thought I had adequate clothes. It wasn’t anything fancy. We didn’t eat out. We
didn’t take trips. Our vacations were to go to Vinita, Oklahoma, and their vacation
was to come to Charleston. And they’d come and get us and take us down there.

I had an aunt and uncle—Uncle Everett, who was very important in our family
because his wife Maude was my dad’s oldest sister, and he really helped out a lot
when Dad got killed. He was kind of the advisor. He helped Mom buy the house;
and he would come over, and they’d fix things up; and we’d go out to their place a
lot.

Was he something of a surrogate father for you?

I wouldn’t say a surrogate father. He’s more like a surrogate grandfather, probably.
That’s how I always viewed him, more like what a grandfather might be; though he
had his own kids and stuff. We spent a lot of time out; we’d always go out, just like
part of them. We’d always go with his kids out there and have Sunday meals, and
holidays, and he’d give all the grandkids a silver dollar. Well, he gave me a silver
dollar. I give all my grandkids twenty dollars—it’s not a silver dollar. It’s
something I know I learned from him: you give cash; it’s not underwear, or things
like that.

What’d you do with your silver dollar?

Oh, I saved them. I lost them all, probably. I don’t have any of them left today.
Spent them.

But you didn’t go out and spend them or anything?

Oh, I spent them eventually, yeah. A dollar was a lot of money, though. And I was
saving for a bike. My first thing, I remember, I was saving money for a bicycle
when [ was—first grade on. I think I got it at the end of my third grade year.

Again, I mentioned that I talked to Tony Sunderman this morning, and he certainly
recalls the two of you, maybe a bunch of kids, riding around town, all over
Charleston.

On our bikes, yeah. That was one really nice thing about Charleston. It was small
enough and times were such, you didn’t have to have a car, you didn’t have to have
somebody take you; you just jumped on your bike, and you went there. And I got a
bike when I was third or fourth grade; from then on, I was mobile. I could go
anyplace in Charleston. And growing up in Charleston, the first school I went to
was Franklin, which was four classes—first, second, third, fourth grade—and there
was just one class of each. It was the oldest school in town.
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You haven’t asked me this, and this is something that I think also impacted
me. It probably still bothers me a little bit today, though I think I finally got over
it. I had to take speech therapy, and that really made me a little conscious if I ever
spoke, because I didn’t speak clearly. I had trouble with my Rs and my S’s and
things like that. Speech therapy then, they’d take you out of class. You’d be in
class, and all of the sudden, “Jim, you got to go,” and you’d go meet somebody in
the hallway or in a little room.

But everybody knows you’re leaving.

Everybody knew it. Most kids thought I was getting off. (DePue laughs) They
thought, That’d be neat. I can’t say that anybody ever got on me about it, but I
know I was always a little conscious about that. Later on, I was always very
nervous, when I'd get up and make a speech, about would people know that I took
speech therapy, and do I have trouble articulating my point of view? But that was
maybe the only thing different for me.

I was just pretty normal in school. I was one of the kids. I won’t say I was the
most popular, but I was not one of the least popular. I did well in school. I wasn’t
the smartest, but I sure wasn’t the dumbest. I wasn’t the best athlete, but I wasn’t
the poorest. I was just pretty average. The only thing unique was I took speech
therapy, and that always bothered me a little bit. As I said, I think I finally got over
it when I was governor, after I got reelected by the largest margin in the history of
the state; at that point, I began to feel like I can get up and give a speech and not be
too nervous about it.

This probably has absolutely nothing to do with speech therapy, but I noticed early
on when you pronounced “Ohio,” you didn’t say “Ohio.” Is that something peculiar
to the area of Charleston?

You know, you don’t know your voice. When you hear your voice for the first time
on a tape recorder, you think, Who is that? And we had a tape recorder, and I was
very little. My dad had a tape recorder at the office for some reason. He sold them,
so we had one. I can remember that was the strangest thing, to listen to my voice.
And it always was strange to me. But somebody did a book a few years ago. There
are sixty different dialects in the state of Illinois, and they vary from county to
county; and I am convinced that -—Max Coffey—he’s the guy we’ll talk about later
who beat me. I used to listen to him, and I said, “Boy, he sounds like a hick.” And
then I used to hear me, and I sound just like him. (laughter) And there is a Coles
County twang. It’s not from Oklahoma, I don’t think. I don’t think I got it in
Oklahoma; I think I got it in Coles County. After that, I realized that guy’s probably
right about these different dialects—maybe. That might be why. I'm sure there’s—
like “Warshington”; I’ve always done that; that isn’t to do with the speech therapy;
that just has something to do with where 1 grew up.

What did you and your buddies do when you’re riding around on your bike?

27



Jim Edgar Interview # ISG-A-L-2009-019 VOL 1

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

DePue:

Edgar:

I collected. I’ve been a lifelong collector. Early on, I collected stamps, from which
I learned a lot of history and geography. I still collect stamps. I don’t get as much
time at it. I get it a lot at home. But I’ve found it to be a great way to, as I said, learn
history and geography and kind of the outside world. I collected rocks. I was a rock
hound. I would go find granite or split open, and fossils, and things like that; so I
had boxes of rocks around the house. Everybody back then had models, airplane
models. I never was a big car model—I had some, but more airplane models. I got
into rockets. I kind of knew what was going on in satellites. I knew who Warner
von Braun was; he was one of my heroes. I followed that kind of stuff. And one of
the things Brenda will tell you is that I don’t do anything halfway: I'm impulsive.
It just takes me over. So if I get into a hobby, it’s all the time. And I was that way
with stamps, I was that way with rocks, rockets; whatever I got into, it wasn’t just
one hour a week I might do that; I would really get into it. I was in Cub Scouts.
We’d play cowboys and Indians. I always wanted to be the Indian.

Why?

I just felt like they were the good folks. I thought they had been mistreated.
Geronimo was one of my early heroes. That’s why I called my dog Geronimo,
known as Mo. He lived to be seventeen years old, and he was a Chihuahua.

Was that your dog when you were growing up?

Yeah. Not the dog I would have picked; I always wanted a dog like Tony. This was
Fred’s dog, this collie here, semi-collie. I wanted a big dog, but—

We’re looking at one of the pictures that Fred had given us.

Yeah, and that’s a semi-collie; but that was Tony, a stray dog he’d picked up in
Vinita, Oklahoma. I always wanted a big dog, but Mom didn’t—we didn’t have
room. And my cousins, when I was about seven, sent me a Chihuahua, and Mom
couldn’t turn it down; they sent it to us. Or we were down and they gave it to us,
and we brought it back. It got killed about six months later. I watched it get killed—
that was traumatic—get run over by a car. Then she knew I needed to get another
Chihuahua, so they sent this other Chihuahua by mail, in a box, and that dog lived
to be seventeen years old. He stayed with Mom after I left and became Mom’s dog.
She never thought to want a dog in the house, but she said when she’d come home
from work, it was the only one in the family that was just glad to see her, that didn’t
ask when dinner would be ready, or would you iron a shirt, or can you loan me
some money; that dog was just glad to see her. The fact that dog was hungry, I
didn’t want to... But anyway, what was...?

We were talking about what you were doing with your free time, and the stamp
collecting and rocks and everything else. But the question that always comes up, or
the question I have for you now, I guess: you obviously got interested in history and
politics at a pretty young age.

Yeah, yeah.
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And I would suspect that your fascination with politics kind of set you apart from a
lot of your buddies as well.

A little bit. There wasn’t a whole lot to show that. I got fascinated with politics in
first grade. This is a story that people have heard me tell for years, so we need to get
it down officially here. In first grade, it was 1952, Eisenhower was running against
Stevenson for president of the United States, and we had a mock election at
Franklin elementary school. And during noon hour, I remember the upperclassmen,
the third-graders and the fourth-graders, came to me and said, “Help us get votes for
Eisenhower.”

I had a picture on my wall at home of [General] Douglas MacArthur. We
made soldiers out of clay and things like that. We played army all the time. We
were the after part of World War II. We were all military-conscious. And I was
going to be for any army general, that was sure. Eisenhower’s a general. I had no
idea what a governor was. (DePue laughs) I'm sure I didn’t know that Adlai
Stevenson was the Illinois governor; it wouldn’t have meant anything to me. So |
went around to the first-graders and said, “When you get asked, say Eisenhower.”
Eisenhower won the election. I went home all excited. I said, “Mom, Dad, I helped
Eisenhower win the election at school.” And they were both kind of surprised
because they were both nominal Democrats. But as a result, I got known as the
Republican in the family. And, of course, then Eisenhower won the election. I
remember Mom said, “Eisenhower won the election,” so I felt a tie to that.

And then in second grade, I got elected to my first office. Back then you had
Red Cross packages. Kids would bring stuff to school, and you’d make a package
and send it off to the needy kids around the world through the Red Cross. And in
second grade, a teacher had elected a boy and a girl to be the Red Cross
representatives. I didn’t get elected the first time. I was gone. I think it was when
my dad was killed, because I remember the day they turned in the package, I wasn’t
there; I had to bring it in later. Dad’s funeral was that day, so I wasn’t at school. But
my girlfriend—I had a girlfriend in first and second grade. We were very advanced
in Charleston.

Can I ask her name?

Her name was Mary Casey. And Mary, who was a very vivacious young girl, got
elected Red Cross representative in second grade, and some other boy got elected
Red Cross representative boy. He moved out of town about two, three months later,
and they had to fill that vacancy, so everybody said, “Jim’s Mary’s boyfriend, so
we’ll elect Jim.” And that’s how I got my first political election; off the coattails of
a young lady. So we get elected, and the teacher—the only thing we did—took us
downtown. They had some money, and she wanted to buy some things to
supplement what we were going to send to the Red Cross. So she took us downtown
and we bought these things, and then after we got done, she bought us both an ice
cream cone; and right then, I knew politics was a good deal.
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This was your teacher that got you the cone?

Yeah, bought me the ice cream cone. Mrs. Bouldrey was her name. We both got ice
cream cones, and I thought, Politics is all right. So from then on, every time we had
an election, I got elected class president. I said, I don’t know if the kids like me,
they just got used to voting for me. But I liked it; I liked being involved in elected
office. I wanted to be the kid up front that got his name in the school newspaper or
got to make decisions or whatever—they weren’t real major decisions. But also, at
the same time, I followed politics because I’d helped Eisenhower in ’52.

Did that mean you were reading the newspaper and watching the TV?

No, no, no, we didn’t have TV. See, I didn’t have TV till I was in probably second
or third grade. You didn’t have TVs back then.

But that’s about the time we were talking about here, I thought.

Fifty-two was first grade, when Eisenhower won. But we didn’t get a TV till—it
was about the end of second grade or start of third grade, we got a used TV. No, I
didn’t watch the news then. I'd watch Captain Video and things like that, but I
didn’t watch the news.’ But in 1956, I remember I was out in Oklahoma. I would go
out to Oklahoma in the summer and spend a lot of time out there. And I was with
somebody who married one of my cousin’s sister—he was older—and we watched
the Democratic Convention when Stevenson threw the convention open for VP and
let the convention pick who would be the vice presidential candidate. It was the
fight between Kefauver and Kennedy, and that went three ballots; and that was the
most—Ilast exciting...® And I was fascinated watching that. It was in an afternoon,
and we watched that, and that hooked me.

Then in 1956—Ilater that year—that’s when I got hooked on watching the
news. You had the Hungarian Revolution, and from then on, I was a news junkie.
Because I thought, The Hungarians are going to get their freedom. They’re going to
throw the communists out, and we’re going to go in and help them, and the world’s
going to be great. And that’s because we knew that’s what we’d been waiting for,
and here it is. I ran home every day to watch the CBS evening news—Douglas
Edwards did it; it was before Walter Cronkite—it was on for fifteen minutes—and
watched the Hungarian Revolution. I was so mad about the Suez Canal because it
interfered with the Hungarian Revolution. And it did—it took them off the front
page, and Russians were able to send the tanks back in and wipe them all out. But
that hooked me on international affairs, the Hungarian Revolution. And the rest of
my life, I would stop eating—I’d cut doing what I’d—I’d go home and watch the
evening news; I wanted to see what was going on. So that, probably more than any

7 Captain Video, a popular half-hour science fiction show aimed at kids, ran weeknights at 7 o’clock from 1949
to 1955. David Weinstein, “Captain Video: Protector of the Free World and the DuMont Network,” The
Forgotten Network: DuMont and the Birth of American Television (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,
2004), 69. See http://www.archive.org/details/captainvideo for a 1949 episode of the series.

8 Senators Estes Kefauver (D-TN) and John F. Kennedy (D-MA).
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event in my youth, got me hooked on current events and got me hooked on being a
news junkie.

I kept running for class office. But that made me different, there’s no doubt. I
was a little different because I was the politician of the crew. I cared about politics;
I cared about current events. And most kids didn’t watch the CBS evening news. I
was probably the only one (laughs) in grade school who did. Or I was in middle
school by then. This was fifth grade, I think, when the Hungarian Revolution
happened.

Clearly, back in the fifties, Americans had a different view of politicians than they
certainly do today, but I would still think that you might get a little bit of razzing
from your buddies who thought you wanted to be in politics.

They didn’t pay much attention. My parents were worried. My mother to the day
she died, I think, thought she had dropped me as a baby on my head; there was
something wrong with me, because politics was not a profession that they thought
that high up. She told me later on, she always wanted me to be a doctor or a lawyer;
but after I got elected governor, she told me, “Yeah.” She never told me that till
after I was elected governor. She never told me she thought politics wasn’t that
worthy. But she said, “Maybe you’ve done all right.” (DePue laughs) My family
was not political, even though they were nominal Democrats. It wasn’t something
they sat around and talked about. Now, my relatives in Oklahoma would sit around
and talk about politics. A lot of people sit around and talk about politics, but it
never was something we talked around our family table, and that’s why I was a
little strange. I’d go out to my cousins in the country; they didn’t talk politics. If
they did, it was very derogatory; but it wasn’t a major interest. Sports was more of a
thing we’d talk about than politics. But because of that Eisenhower thing in ’52, I
kind of started having an early interest; then the *56 election; and then in seventh
grade, there was the 58 election. I remember we had a sample ballot, and I stayed
up watching the election and writing down who won, even the county offices. Who
cared, when you were in seventh grade, who was county clerk? I did because that
was on the sample ballot. But by that time, I had already run for class office several
times, and... I think in fifth grade, I told a student teacher at Eastern I wanted to be
president; that’s what my goal was. And there aren’t many kids running around in
grade school that wanted to be president or be in politics, but I kind of knew that’s
what I wanted to do; after I realized I probably didn’t want to be a train engineer
any longer, or those things you go through as a young person.

Was your group that you hung with, was it the kind of group that would do the
pickup game of basketball and football and baseball?

Yeah. That’s what we would do, particularly fifth grade on. In the summer and the
free time you had, you’d jump on a bike and you’d go play baseball someplace.
Tony wasn’t much of an athlete, but they had a lot next to their house where we
always played baseball, and they owned it. Tony didn’t play much—I don’t think
he ever played—but we used to always play baseball over in that lot.
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Was he there watching you when you were playing?

I don’t remember Tony until about sixth grade. Because when I went to the lab
school—and the other thing that was kind of different with me: I went to public
school the first four years, then at Eastern they had what they called the lab school,
and they were going to expand it; they were going to add an extra grade. They only
had one grade of each, but they were going to double it because they were building
a new building. And so they came to the public schools, and if you lived in the
south end of Charleston, you were offered a chance to maybe get to come to the lab
school. Originally, you had to be registered when you were born to get into the lab
school because everybody wanted their kids going to lab school. If you were a
university professor, you could get your kids in, but if you weren’t university
connected, you probably had to register your child at birth, and there wasn’t a
guarantee you’d get in; but you might.

That’s some forethought to be able to do that.

The South Enders, the people that had the money, knew that; they did that. The lab
school; we knew they were a little richer and a little smarter and a little uppitier
than us public school kids. So we made the decision, my mom—I wanted to go to
the school because they had an indoor swimming pool, this new school that—

The lab school did?

The new lab school was going to be in a building that had an indoor swimming
pool, because they had it for the college swimming team, but they put it in this
building. So I wanted to go there because they had this swimming pool. And so
I went to the lab school in fifth grade, but they didn’t mix us. The first two years,
they kept us separate. The public school kids that came in, we were in our own
grade, and then those snooty (DePue laughs) lab school kids, of which Tony was
the ultimate, was in the other class.

Meanwhile, Fred’s moving along through the public school system.

He didn’t get a chance to do that. He was old enough that he didn’t get that. He
went right in... So now in junior high, seventh grade, they mixed us up, and that’s
when I really got to know Tony. We were in the same class. Before that, I knew
him, but he wasn’t somebody I wanted to hang around with because we just didn’t
deal with those... In sixth grade, we had a big dance at the end of sixth grade, so we
asked girls and we’d dance with those girls.

You had a new girlfriend by that time, did you?

Oh, yeah, yeah. See, what happened at the end of second grade: Mary got into the
lab school, and her mother wanted here to go to lab school. She went off to lab
school, so she was gone, and so I didn’t have a girlfriend from then on until I got to
junior high. It wasn’t Mary. But Mary; her family and our family were very close,
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and Mary was a friend up until she died. She helped me in all my campaigns, but...
(laughs) never was a girlfriend again.

DePue: Do you remember going to see William Stratton when he came to town? Because
Tony does.

Edgar: Yeah. We rode our bikes. Was Tony with us that day?
DePue: Yeah, he sure was.

Edgar: Because it was going to be the hundredth anniversary of the Lincoln-Douglas
debate in Charleston, and this is before, but they were having a parade to get ready
to commemorate... This was in 1958. I can remember that because it was a hundred
years for the debate. And Governor Stratton had come to town to be in the parade.
And we were riding our bikes, a bunch of us, that day, so we started riding, and we
got by the governor’s car. Back then you had one state trooper driving. And we just
rode behind the governor’s car all the way, and waved at everybody in the parade.
(laughter) That was my first parade, probably.

We rode all the way until the parade got over, and then he went to—there was
a lady in town called Hazel Watson, who was somebody I dealt with later on in
politics, who was Miss Republican in Coles County, and she was hosting a
reception for Governor Stratton at her house. We rode over there, and we saw
that—because we knew the governor’s car—so we stayed over on the other side by
the car, or we were someplace; the state trooper knew. We’d followed them and
everything. So when the governor was coming out of the reception—it was outside;
it was in springtime—the trooper said, “Governor, we’ve got some young men that
would like to meet you.” And I remember I got to shake Governor Stratton’s hand.’
What was interesting: Mother, at that point, was coming home from work, and
Mother said, “Oh, all these people at Hazel’s house. Must have the governor. I
wonder who all the dignitaries are.” And she says, “There’s Hazel; that must be the
governor...and that’s Jim!” (laughter) But, you know, I met Governor Stratton then,
and that was my first politician I think I ever met.

DePue: Twelve years old, I would think.

Edgar: Yeah, I’d have been twelve years old. Yeah. And later, I told Governor Stratton—
we got to be good friends, and I told him that story. Of course, he didn’t remember
meeting me, but I always said, “You’re the first politician I ever met.”

? Following stints as a congressman and state treasurer, Republican William G. Stratton (February 26, 1914-
March 2, 2001) served as a governor from 1953 to 1961. He lost his bid for a third term in 1960, losing to Otto
Kerner. Chicago Tribune, March 7, 2001. Hazel Dooley Watson (May 20, 1906-March 18, 2001), who lived on
Edgar’s block, was a Republican Party activist from Charleston. At the time of her death, the Illinois House
passed a resolution of condolence that called her the Coles County “matriarch of the Republican Party.”

In a 1995 interview with WILL-TV, Watson talked about her acquaintance with a young Jim Edgar.

Hazel Watson, interview by Alison Davis, Prairie Fire, PBS, October 12, 1995.
http://will.illinois.edu/prairiefire/segment/pf1995-10-12-d/. For the House resolution,

see http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/legisnet92/hrgroups/hr/920HRO170LV .html.
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Did you have a good enough feel for politics at that time to really understand the
difference between Republicans and Democrats?

No. In junior high, in grade school, no. In high school, maybe I began to think, Ah,
Democrats are a little weak on defense. Republicans were stronger on defense. I
knew Democrats were pro-labor and things like that, but not early on. I was for
Eisenhower only because he was an Army general. I knew no ideology. I was for
Eisenhower all the time, and Stevenson was kind of a dull guy to me. I was for
Nixon against Kennedy. I never was taken up with the Kennedy thing.

I was going to ask you, since we were heading that direction anyway, about that
1960 election. You’'re fourteen by this time, so had that much more studying behind
you and maturity under your belt. How closely did you follow that election?

Oh, very closely. I stayed up most the night watching that. It wasn’t really decided
till the next morning, for sure.

Did you watch the debates?

Yeah. I know I watched the first debate. I'm pretty sure I watched the second
debate. Did they have three debates that time? I didn’t watch them all.

I think they had two."
They had at least two, yeah. I watched the first one.
One of them was up in Chicago, wasn’t it?

The first one was in Chicago, yeah. That was in *60, and I went in 1985 to the
twenty-fifth reunion they had of that up at—WBBM is where they held that. I went
up there. Of course, Kennedy and Nixon weren’t there, but they had the 60 Minutes
guy that had put that on. He was there, Hewitt, and I think somebody from Nixon’s
group and the Kennedy group was there.!' But yeah, I watched the debate; followed
that election very closely; was very disappointed when Nixon lost.

Who were your influences when you were in junior high and high school as far as
teachers were concerned?

I had a fifth-grade teacher that I think was important. Her name was Miss
Friedenberger, and she was one who really encouraged kids to get involved in
hobbies and things like that, I remember. She liked politics. We watched the
inauguration of Eisenhower, his second inauguration. She had a TV in the

' Kennedy and Nixon squared off in four televised debates during the 1960 campaign: September 26, October
7, October 13, and October 21. http://www.museum.tv/eotvsection.php?entrycode=kennedy-nixon. The first
debate is available at http://www.archive.org/details/1960_kennedy-nixon_1.

" Don Hewitt (December 14, 1922-August 19, 2009) produced and directed the Kennedy-Nixon debates, which
were the first presidential debates to be televised. He created 60 Minutes in 1968. Chicago Tribune, August 22,

20009, 3.
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classroom so we could watch that and talk about that. I thought she was very good
at current events, as most my teachers were—well, some of them were—they were
old maids, and so their teaching was their whole thing there. She later got married.
Years later in my legislative district, she was over in Edgar County near Paris, and
I ran into her a lot. And she was no longer Miss Friedenberger—I never get used to
her new name, Adams—but she just passed away about two years ago. But she was
always a big supporter of mine. We were new at the lab school, and she was very
good, I thought, at kind of getting us involved and getting us out. She would take us
to college events. I thought she went all-out to get students involved, other than just
the classroom stuff.

In junior high, I didn’t have him as a teacher, but he was a student council
advisor, a gentleman named Joe Connelly, who was the Democratic county
chairman; he later was the state representative at the at-large election and was the
guy that I picked to be student government advisor when I was student body
president in—

Yeah, he’s going to factor in importantly later on in your story.

Yeah, he got me into the internship program. But he was a guy that was involved in
politics, and I was in student council in junior high, and he did the advising there, so
I liked him; but I didn’t have him as a teacher, per se.

I don’t know if there’s—Miss Friedenberger, probably, just because she went
all out, and I remember doing a lot of things with her and other kids. We’d go and
do things with her that were out of the ordinary, and I think got me interested and
got me to really enjoy Eastern’s campus. Even as a fifth-grader, I'd go to
ballgames; I’d go to lectures and do things like that.

Being interested in things like history, geography, current events, and politics, was
your nose in a book more than some of your buddies’?

I read a lot, but no, sports; still, that was the number-one thing because my brother
had been good in sports, and I had to be good in sports because that was how you
move up—

That was quite a legacy, to meet what Fred was doing.

Yeah, yeah. But that’s just what you did. You played ball. That was our
entertainment. We’d watch TV and play ball. I wanted to play baseball. I was on a
Little League team that was the only undefeated Little League team in the history of
Charleston. Fred’s Little League team didn’t do that. (DePue laughs) Fred had more
to do with his team. They won, but they weren’t undefeated. But sports was really
the thing in the summer, particularly baseball. I didn’t necessarily like baseball, but
all you had to do was baseball, and then later on, football and basketball. But sports
was what I spent a lot of my time... And particularly when you had free time, you
would go play baseball. Later on, when we got in junior high, we’d go play
basketball. We played football some.
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Were you on the varsity team in high school in anything?

Football. Charleston wasn’t that big. (laughs) They needed eleven guys on both
teams. Coach always said, “Edgar’s not great on ability, but he’s great on desire.”
Basketball, I always had a great seat at the game: I was sitting right next to Coach
on the bench most of the time. (laughter) I didn’t—

But you actually got on the field in football?

Oh, no, football, because I knew the plays. As a freshman, I started fresh-soph
because I knew the plays but a sophomore kid couldn’t remember the plays. So
intelligence did help a little bit in football. Then I lettered my junior year, but I got
hurt, my back, and so I couldn’t play any more football; and it really limited my
basketball, though my basketball was probably more limited by my ability than my
back. At Charleston, we had about 800 kids, so if you had desire, you could play
football, and I had desire. And I had a little ability—not much. I wasn’t fast enough
to be a halfback and I wasn’t big enough to be a lineman, so they made me an end.
They did say they noticed, though, that I did run a lot faster after I caught the ball
and somebody was about ready to tackle me. (DePue laughs) But I enjoyed football.
Basketball I liked, I just wasn’t that good at. I didn’t play baseball in high school.

I went out for track and became a high jumper, because you didn’t have to run if
you high jumped, (laughs) and I didn’t like to run.

I would assume you have to do a lot of running in practice, though.

Oh, you did, but that was penalty. In football, if you screwed up, you ran a lap, so
I never did like running.

So it was too much like punishment, was it?

Yeah, that’s right. Running was punishment, yeah. But fifth grade, sixth grade, and
junior high, we were on our bikes and we were usually riding to go play a game
someplace. And then, of course, girls took over in seventh grade. We were very
social in Charleston. To this day, there are probably still some grudges over who
dated who back then.

Dare I ask who you were dating in seventh grade?

I dated a girl who was born on the same day I was, named Susan Sutliff. She moved
to Florida later and...

Susan Sutland?

Sutliff. Don’t ask me to spell that. But we dated; probably had a lot to do because
we were born on the same day. We just thought that was kind of unique. When we
became teenagers, we had a birthday party, joint birthday party. And back then,
what you got at birthday parties were record certificates. We had 45s back then, and
they cost a dollar, so everybody would give somebody a gift certificate, and you’d
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pick your own. I had more 45s from 1959 because of that party. Still, to me, the
highlight of music is 1959.

But the lab school—Eastern—in some ways, it definitely gave you more
opportunity. You were tied with the university, so you got to do some things there.
Kids were pretty competitive. They were, for the most part, pretty bright kids, and
they had parents who were encouraging them, so it was very competitive, very
social. As I said, even in sixth grade, but by seventh grade, boy, we had girlfriends,
we had dances. The social structure was in place. We had sports. We played tackle
football in junior high, just among ourselves because nobody else did that. We
played basketball. But it was, I always thought, very competitive. I always felt like
I had to prove myself and achieve, and I’m sure other kids did, too—and not that
I resented that; [ wanted to date the prettiest girl and do good in sports and be the
class president and all that kind of stuff.

The question that I want to ask you here, and maybe this will help sort things out
for me: a lot of people describe you as shy, especially at that age, but you're
running for all of these offices and class president, and it sounds like you typically
had a girlfriend—

Yep.

—and you were doing all the sports things that make somebody popular, at least
gets your name out there. How do we reconcile all of that?

I think I was shy. I think it had a lot to do with that speech impediment; I think that
always made me a little shyer. I wasn’t a glad-hander, but once I got to know
people, I was fine.

Were you better one-on-one than you were in groups, you think?

Oh, probably. I think everybody was at that age. I don’t think there were too many
polished speakers at that age. I’1l tell you a story about eighth grade that maybe
Tony told you about. I think that I was quiet. I wasn’t the boisterous—I was well
behaved. I was not a troublemaker in school. I did what the teacher said. I wouldn’t
say I was always the teacher’s pet, but I'm sure the teacher was happy to have me in
class than most the kids they had, just because I behaved. My mother was very
supportive, and so ...

And that really didn’t go away. I remember when I was secretary of state—
I don’t think you’ll talk to this guy, Ken Zehnder, who was my traveling aide, but
he went to secretary of state events with me. He’s now a lobbyist in Springfield for
Northern Illinois University. I had been the secretary of state for about nine years,
and I was getting ready to run for governor. I’d risen to be head of the secretary of
state’s group, too. But there are a lot of women secretaries of state, and he’d go out
and eat with some of them. He said something about the secretary’s getting ready to
run for governor. They said, “Governor? I can’t believe he’d run for governor. He
seems too quiet and shy to be governor.” (DePue laughs) So I still had that image
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then. But I probably was; I was pretty reserved. Unless I get to where I feel very
comfortable, I know people, I'm not going to let my hair down too much.

Not too many years ago, I encountered a definition of an introvert and an extrovert,
and it described an introvert as somebody who enjoys being by himself, enjoys that
kind of experience, and feels energized by doing that; an extrovert is somebody
who gets energized whenever they’re around crowds. And if an introvert’s in a
crowd, you feel like you’re sapping your energy after a while. How would you
describe yourself in that equation?

No, I think I like both. I like being with a group and I like to... But at the same time,
if it was a group I didn’t know, if it was a new environment... I'm sure when I went
to fifth grade and when I went to seventh grade—we mixed the classes together—

I was a little, “Wait a minute, let’s see.” I know when I went off to college, I was
that way. When I went to Springfield, I was that way. It’s just kind of my nature
that I’'m going to wait and realize that I may not be up to par with some of these
people yet.

Definitely that way when I went to the governor’s meetings. I was pretty quiet
at the governor’s meeting. Very seldom ever publicly talked; sometimes [I did]
privately. One-on-one, I was—but I wasn’t one who was going to get up and say
much at those meetings; there wasn’t any need to. I liked going to them, and I got
tired of listening to everybody else talk, but it wasn’t something I feel like I had to
always put my two cents in on. So that’s something that probably stuck with me
throughout my career; and I'm sure even to this day, for a politician, people always
viewed me as a little different because I wasn’t your typical politician in character
and all. I’'m probably a lot more boisterous now that I'm out and feel pretty secure
(laughs) than I was back then.

I think we’re a few sessions away from this, but you inevitably were being
compared to your predecessor in the governor’s office.

Oh, yeah, he was so flamboyant. And there was a difference there. I don’t know
about Thompson when he was a kid. He was always pretty flamboyant, but I’'m not
sure; maybe that might be a reaction to something; he felt like he had to be. But no,
I don’t think—outside of the fact I always ran for office—most kids would say,
“He’s going to end up being governor.” I think most of those kids, if you ask them,
they might say, “Yeah, because he was always running for office.” But I think in
some ways, they probably would have been surprised that I would always run for
office, based off my personality.

I do enjoy being by myself, but I don’t mind being with folks, too. I don’t like
to eat by myself, but I don’t want to spend all day with folks. I want to go for a
hike; I want to go for a hike usually with my dog. I’'ll take my dog, but I’d just as
soon not have anybody else with me. But if I’'m going to go sit down and eat a
meal, I want people there and talk to them about things. I don’t want to go eat by
myself. If I go to events, I'd just as soon have somebody with me. If it’s a horse
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race when one of my horses is racing, I’'ll probably want to be by myself because
I get very uptight.

This is a good time to bring it up. When did you develop your fascination with
horse racing? Was that in high school?

No, it was long before that. Probably when I was—QOklahoma. Oklahoma, it was
Indians and horses, cowboys.

You were just—

But we’d go back and visit. They had horses, and I'd get so I wanted to ride horses.
Mom had a good friend out in the country whose father had horses. Had a horse
called Pancho, and I used to be fascinated with that. I was just fascinated with
horses, so I always wanted to ride them. And then as far as horse racing; sometime
in the mid-fifties you had a match race between Nashua and Swaps. Those are two
great horses. Nashua is one of the great thoroughbreds of all time. And I remember
watching it on TV. It was up in Chicago, at the old Washington Park.'* I was for
Nashua, and Nashua won. And really, that fascinated me, that horse race. That’s the
first horse race I remember. And the county fairs—they’d have horses out there, and
most of the horses were racing in those races. That fascinated me. I just loved to be
around horses. Never had one. I had some cousins that had them, and usually they
were ponies that I’d get on, and they wouldn’t move. They’d just sit there; I'd never
get them to move. But I just was fascinated with horses. And I was fascinated with
that horse race.

Then, a lot later on, when Secretariat ran, I was married, and I remember I had
Brad on my knee when Secretariat won the Belmont, when he won it just by a
hundred lengths. It was the greatest horse race performance of all time, and I
remember I almost threw Brad up to the ceiling. (DePue laughs) Brenda said, “Be
careful, you got...”— because I was so excited about that race. But I think it goes
back to—part of it was Oklahoma, and they had horses, and Mom had a friend who
had horses out there, and I just liked horses early on. And whenever I got a chance
to be around horses or ride one, I’d want to do that. That’s how Mom always got me
to go to Oklahoma. That’s a miserable drive: twelve hours on two-lane, old 66, with
not a clean restroom between here and Vinita, Oklahoma. How she got me to go
every year was I got to go down and maybe ride a horse.

Let’s go back to your junior high, high school years. Junior high was in the lab
school. Did you stay in the lab school in high school?

No. There was a big decision to make. They had done away with the high school

at the lab school by the time Fred was getting ready to go to high school. Tom had
gone to the lab school high school, but they decided they were going to build a new
school in Charleston; they were going to consolidate some things, and the lab

"2 The legendary race happened in August 31, 1955. The race itself, with voice-over by winner Eddie Arcaro, is
available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ePbBleObAuM.
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school for high school was going to be done away with; which was great because
it’s better to just have one school in a town that size than have the rich kids here and
everybody else here. And that’s probably where I developed a great feel for public
education, because of that experience. I was fortunate to get to go to lab school, but
I always thought I was a little better than the kids that stayed and went to the public
schools, or the regular public schools, because I thought we were smarter.

The high school, they had put together; but when they built this new school at
the lab school, they decided to put a ninth grade in, and so they wanted kids to stay
for ninth grade. The first two years, when I was in seventh and eighth grade, not
many stayed; but my year, everybody was going to stay except five of us who
wanted to play sports. We knew if we stayed at the lab school, we probably couldn’t
play sports because you had to be there your freshman year in high school. So
purely for the desire to play sports in high school, I went to the high school my
freshman year while Tony and all the rest of them stayed at the lab school. Only
five of us went, and I’d say a couple of them probably went because they would
have trouble passing even ninth grade; and three of us went because we wanted to
play sports. That clock’s off. (DePue laughs) I got that at the last secretary of state
meeting [ went to. I don’t know what the problem is; we’ve got to figure that out.

So for freshman year, I was one of five that went back to high school, the
public school. And again, I went in, and they thought I was kind of shy because
these are all new—I hadn’t been around—some of these kids I had been around in
first through fourth grade, but most of them, I hadn’t. And also, this had been our
arch-enemy, Jefferson Junior High, who we used to play. And here I kind of leave
my—and it was hard in some ways to do that, but I wanted to play ball, and I just
made that decision. But that was hard to do because that meant I was leaving the lab
school, and that I was going to the enemy, in a way. But I also knew those kids
were pretty good in sports. They may not be as smart as we were, but they were
probably better at sports. But I pretty quickly got in. I didn’t run for any class office
freshman year except student council. They tried to nominate me for class vice
president that first year, and I said, no. I was shy. And all the girls said, Ooh, and
I wish I had done it. But I did get on student council; then the next year, I got
elected class president, and I was class president those next two years; and then
I was student council president. I couldn’t be class president and student council
president my senior year.

So sophomore year and junior year, you’re class president.
Class president.
Senior year, you’re student council.

Student council president, which I considered a better job, and we put somebody
else in as class president.
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Governor, how big a job was it to be class president and student council president
when you’re in high school?

It wasn’t very big at all, but it was prestige. Class president in my sophomore year
was you raise money, because the big thing you do is your prom, your junior year.
So I raised a lot of money. We got the candy machines one of those years. We were
selling candy bars for a nickel and making a penny. But we had the only candy bar
machines in the school, so I figured if we sold them for ten cents, we’d make six
cents, and the kids didn’t have a choice. (DePue laughs) So I raised them to ten
cents.

You raised their taxes.

I did. And they just got—I didn’t care, but we raised a fortune. And we also sold
some things our sophomore year. They never did anything their sophomore year.

I decided my sophomore year—we sold fruitcakes or some terrible thing like that.
You foist it off on your relatives, and nobody liked fruitcakes. People still send me
fruitcakes and I keep trying to find—there’s nobody alive any longer that still likes
fruitcakes. But anyway, we made a lot of money, so we had a lot of money. But
that’s basically what I did sophomore and junior year, is raise money for the prom,
which we put on our junior year and I controlled. Even though I had a committee,
I pretty well picked the theme; I was pretty much in charge.

What was the theme?
Three Coins in a Fountain. And we had a fountain.
A nice romantic theme.

Yeah, I wanted to do Summer Place. That was my girlfriend—the one I really liked
but we never could get together—we didn’t get together for that dance, so we didn’t
do Summer Place; we made it Three Coins in a Fountain. And we had a fountain,
and we had it at the University Union. I took that very seriously, being class
president. And then student council president, yeah, you could do some things. First
of all, I did announcements, so I was on the PA system every week. Everybody
knew who I was—not that they didn’t in that size school. But the election, I won
pretty handily. I went all out on campaigning. I'm surprised Fred didn’t tell you this
story. The family loves to tell the story about when I got elected class president.

The bubblegum story.

Yeah, and they always tell it wrong, and I want to make sure it’s done right.
It wasn’t bubblegum; it was just gum. But it was in—

Fred was the one, I think, who told me the story.

Oh, yeah, I'm sure, because Tony wasn’t around for that. But it was in fifth or sixth
grade, I can’t remember now—I think it was really sixth grade. The teacher set
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up—we’re going to elect class offices, but we’re going to have petitions; you got to
get a petition signed by ten students, and you can only sign one petition. There’s
twenty-five kids in the class. I figured if I got sixteen kids to sign my petition,
nobody else could get a petition to run against me. One day at noon, I went and got
some sticks of gum and said, “Sign my petition, and I'll give you a stick of gum,”
and I got twenty signatures like that. (snaps) The teacher threw them out. (laughter)
I still ran and won. So they always said I bought votes. I said, “That’s not true. I
didn’t buy votes; I just encouraged people to sign my petition.” That’s a different
thing than buying votes, I always thought. That was the story they always—but that
story was true. And it was within the system—there was no rules you couldn’t give
them something like that—but the teacher just said, “I can’t believe you did this!”

It wasn’t like you were the first guy to invent this concept.

Yeah, yeah. So he changed the rules, and I think he finally allowed that you could
sign anybody’s petition, or you could only get ten signatures on a petition; I think
that was what he finally did.

Did you stay involved with church activities in high school?

Went to church. I went to church camp in junior high, and again, that was a big deal
for me to go away for a week at a church camp. Didn’t know anybody because there
wasn’t anybody from our church; we weren’t that big. And I’d go into Springfield,
Lake Springfield, and I"d stay—

Oh, wow.

I ended up living about two miles from there. Two times, we lived within about two
miles of that church camp. I thought that was in the middle of nowhere. You’re out
there in the lake in the woods; you didn’t realize—

At that time, it probably was.

There were some homes there, but you never knew it. BYF, Baptist Youth
Fellowship, I don’t think I went to in high school, but I went to church every
Sunday. When away in college, I went to church every Sunday. It’s engrained in
me. I feel guilty if I'm not in church. And I don’t always make church every
Sunday if we’re traveling or something, but I always feel guilty. Particularly if I'm
home, I’ve got to go to church, and even when I’'m away, growing up, [ used to
always try to go to church.

I remember in junior high, I was on a baseball team, and we went down to St.
Louis to see a baseball game. We were down there over Saturday night, and let me
tell you, there was nobody—especially the guys that took us down there, they
weren’t interested in church. So, I got to go to church. I'm walking up and down
Kingshighway in St. Louis. This was not, I found out, a white area of town; this is
a black area of town. (laughs) And I go in a couple churches, but it just seemed—
I wanted to go to Sunday school, but the Sunday schools were already over; there
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were just church services. But they were pretty lively church services, so I actually
didn’t go into any of them in the end; but they still gave me credit back at church in
junior high because I tried. So I could get my pin. You get a pin. (DePue laughs)

I had the pin, but I wanted to get—you get something for ten years or something
like that.

You’re driven by these achievements.

That’s right. Yeah, it wasn’t all ideology. But to this day, I'll go to church.
Especially if Brenda’s there, we’ll go. I don’t always like going by myself, but we
always pretty much go every Sunday.

One other question I want to ask about your high school: were there many blacks
going to school with you?

No, no. The only black guy in Charleston was the shoe shine guy, named Cracker
Norton. Charleston was one of these towns years ago that had no blacks stay in after
sundown. Mattoon had some blacks because they had the railroad over there, but we
didn’t have any blacks in Charleston. I don’t think there were any black kids that I
went to school with till high school, and maybe one or two then.

And you’ve talked about this quite a bit as well. Did you have a steady girlfriend
when you got to high school?

No, they’d change periodically. Most of the time, I had a girlfriend, but not all the
time. This one girl I mentioned that—I don’t want to get into this because Brenda
will see this, and this is still a sore point with Brenda, so I won’t touch this. But I
was socially active and having a girlfriend, or date, most of the time. I’d hang out
with the guys, but I did not enjoy hanging out with the guys; I'd much rather have
a date. I'd much rather hang out with a pretty girl than I would a bunch of guys.
I’ve always been that way. (laughs) And I’d rather go talk to a girl. I’ve always
rather been with a girl when I was growing up. I don’t know if it’s because I was
raised by my mother, but I'd much rather be on a date than I would—hanging out
with the guys meant you didn’t have a date (DePue laughs) to me. Some guys liked
to hang out. You know, they’d drop their date and go out and hang out with the
guys. I’d get done with the date, and I’d go home and go to bed. Even in college;
I knew guys, they’d get done with dates—because we had hours at Eastern for
women when [ went—and they’d take the girls back at midnight, and they’d go
out and drink. I'd go home and go to bed.

What was the typical date? Dinner, a movie, or something?
In college or high school?

High school.
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High school, go to a movie and go get a pizza at Little Venice. That was a place
downtown. That was the ultimate. But go to a movie or go to a ballgame if there
was some event at school.

Let’s get you back to politics a little bit. You graduated from high school in 19647

Yes.

That means you were in high school when—Cuban missile crisis? Follow that
pretty closely?

Yep. I well remember when Adlai Stevenson said, “I’m willing to wait till hell
freezes over.”"® T had been downtown—

When he was in the UN.

UN, yeah. I don’t know if we didn’t have practice that night. For some reason, |
was downtown with a friend of mine named John Adams, and his mother worked

at a drugstore. We were there, and his dad had picked her up, and we were getting a
ride back down; he lived near my neighborhood. So we were riding back, and they
had the radio on—this is about 5:30 at night—and they had the UN session on. And
I remember Adlai Stevenson saying that, and I remember Mrs. Adams said, “Well,
good for you, Mr. Stevenson.” She says, “I never really liked him, but I’'m sure glad
he said that.” And yeah, I remember watching Kennedy’s speech. Was it a Sunday
night? Whenever he gave that speech, when he first announced the problem. I never
appreciated we were close to the end, but I remember we kidded about it at school
because I think they’d just done a cranberry recall.

Cranberry recall?

Yeah, there was a recall on cranberries, something wrong with cranberries.*

We were saying, “Yeah, we can eat cranberries and be ready for the bombs,” or
something like that. We all knew it at school. I was a junior in high school. But no,
I followed it. I can’t say that I remember it exactly. [ remember hearing when they
turned the ships around. But I do remember President Kennedy’s speech, and I
especially remember listening to Adlai Stevenson on that car radio when he

said, “I’'m willing to wait till hell freezes over for your answer.”

" During his debate with Valerian A. Zorin, the Soviet Union’s UN delegate, before the Security Council on
October 25, Stevenson asked Zorin to answer “yes or no” whether the Soviet Union had based missiles in Cuba.
When Zorin replied, “You’ll get your answer in due course,” Stevenson said, “I’m prepared to wait for my
answer till hell freezes over” and revealed intelligence photos of the installations in Cuba. Chicago Tribune,
October 26, 1962. Cranberry recall was 1959.

4 On November 9, 1959, HEW Sec. Arthur Flemming warned that the FDA had found that the weed killer
aminotriazole, a cancer causing agent, had been used on cranberry crops in the Pacific Northwest. After tests
revealed aminotriazole had also been used on some of the Wisconsin crop, Stillman Stanard, director of
agriculture in Illinois, banned all cranberry sales in the state on November 16. The ban was lifted on November
20. Chicago Tribune, November 9, 20, and 21, 1959.
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Did you consider yourself a Republican at that time or still kind of...?
Oh, yeah. Yeah. No, I was Republican.

And did you have a better understanding of what that meant?

No, I don’t think so. It just meant I wasn’t for Kennedy.

Let’s jump ahead one year then, because it was roughly one year later, 1963,
November, when Kennedy’s assassinated.

Yeah, I remember it well. I had a typing class, and 1 got done with typing—I don’t
know if I had got done with typing—and went to homeroom. It happened on a
Friday. The next day was a regional student council meeting and we were going off
to that, and I needed to go down—because I never went to homeroom; I was always
down doing student council business. I was always roaming around school on my
own. And I said to my homeroom teacher, “I need to go down to the office and do
some...” She said, “No, no, you need to stay here.” I said, “Why?” She said, “You
haven’t heard? Something’s happened to the president.” So we all sit down in
homeroom. And the principal comes on and switches it on to CBS news, so we
listen to Walter Cronkite over the PA system start talking about what’s happened.
We didn’t have a TV screen there, but we had the voice coming over the p.a., and
then we were listening to it when they said he was dead.

I think eventually we got a television or something, because I remember going
home and watching it on television. The thing that impressed me: when they
switched anchors—because after a while, they finally switched anchors. Harry
Reasoner—that made Harry Reasoner. Harry Reasoner was just kind of another
CBS guy, but he came on about third, and he was very candid. “Well, it’s obvious,”
said; “apparently, President Kennedy was killed by some pro-communist guy.”
Nobody would ever say Lee Harvey Oswald was pro-communist, but he did.

I have to say that I wasn’t grief-stricken. Again, I didn’t have a strong feeling
toward Kennedy. I just knew this was pretty dramatic, shooting the president. And
my initial reaction—I"m sitting there in class, and they’re talking, they’re
speculating, and the word was that Lyndon Johnson had a heart attack. I think I was
the only one there who realized who the next in line was. It was Carl Albert; at that
point, it was Speaker of the House.

Oh, you mean next in line after Johnson.

I thought, Jiminy Christmas! Carl Albert president? (DePue laughs) That’s the
worst thing I can imagine! No, McCormack might have been still—John
McCormack. He was even more senile—he was just an old—and I remember
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saying, “Good heavens! McCormack’s next in line to be president.” I said, “That’d
be terrible to have that old man be president!”"

And everybody’s saying, Who?

“Who? What are you talking about?” I said, “Succession line.” I said, “If Johnson’s
dead, it’s going to be this guy in the House.” The Speaker of the House, was still
John McCormack, and (laughs) jiminy, he had to be 120, in my mind, as a high-
schooler, and I thought, Good heavens, he’s going to be president. Then they finally
came across and Johnson hadn’t had a heart attack, and he was sworn in. And, of
course, watched it all.

I was at church and did not see Oswald get shot by Ruby. I'm pretty sure I
was at church, unless we got home in time. We had an early church service, and
I’ve seen it so often I can’t remember if I actually saw it or saw the replay. I was
thinking I was at church when that happened, because that happened Sunday
morning. The assassination was on Friday, and then Sunday morning is when the
Ruby thing happened. And I think the funeral was, what, Monday or Tuesdaly?16

I don’t recall, but I was pretty darn young at that time.
Yeah, and we watched the funeral—
Did you watch it in school?

I’'m trying to think: did we have school that day? I guess we did. I watched the
funeral. I can’t—

It was certainly a traumatic experience for the country, and I would think as
fascinated as you were with politics—

What fascinated me was how everybody stopped. It was around-the-clock news.
That’s all there was on television. I remember going to the movie that night.

I wanted to do something else. I went to the movie theatre, and there weren’t many
people, and we went to this movie because that’s what you did; everything else
was cancelled. They didn’t cancel the student council convention. There was some
controversy, but they didn’t cancel that, and we went down to Robinson, Illinois,
the next day for that convention. Of course, that’s what we talked about. But the
thing that impacted me: this is really serious, because that’s all anybody’s
concentrating on all weekend. I knew politics was important and all, but we’ve
never had a media event like that. That was the first of the super media event, and

"% John W. McCormack (D-MA) was 72 years old at the time of Kennedy’s assassination. He served as Speaker
of the House from 1962 until January 1971. Carl Albert (D-OK), who was 55 years old at the time, served as the
majority leader. He became the next person in the presidential succession line after Spiro Agnew resigned as
vice president in October 1973.

16 Kennedy was killed Friday, November 22, 1963. Jack Ruby killed Oswald, Sunday, November 24, while
JFK’s body lay in state at the Capitol. JFK’s funeral was held Monday, November 25.
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that’s all you had on TV. That’s all that happened for those three, four days, and
I think that just made an impression on me.

That this is serious stuff.

It’s serious stuff; it’s serious enough that, jiminy, you’ve got this much television
coverage? And it impacted the way it did. Everything stopped. Everything we were
doing kind of stopped, to a great extent, and it amazed me that something like that
happened. But I think it was the television, particularly, because that’s all television
showed. Back then, you only had three networks, and everybody watched
television. So, that, I think, had a huge impact on the American people. That made
people realize—we had presidents die before, but we never had that kind of
communication, where everybody could share in it.

Was the normal evening news still fifteen minutes at that time?

No. In, what was it, 1960, Walter Cronkite had taken it over, and they changed it to
half an hour.'” And I think for the first half-an-hour program, he flew on a jet
plane—they just were bringing out commercial jets, and he’d flown on one. I can’t
remember. But I remember watching the first half an hour because he talked about
going to half an hour and how much news we had. But I think it was 1960 when
that happened, 1960 or *61. It was before this [Kennedy’s assassination].

Again, I would think that you’re somewhat unusual if you’re the kid who has to get
home at 5:30 to watch the evening news.

I couldn’t always get home at 5:30 because I had sports. I had a job late in college,
and they sent me out to Washington, DC, to do something. I was staying at the
Mayflower Hotel, and I was eating—they told me, “Eat in the Mayflower. Just
charge everything in the Mayflower.”

That’s right downtown, isn’t it?

Yeah. In 1968, this was a plush hotel; and I'm eating there, and I’'m halfway
through my meal; but it’s 5:30, it’s time, and I start to leave. The waiter said, “Wait
a minute.” I said, “I can’t. I got the news. It’s 5:30; I got to go watch the news.”
(laughter) I was still... I think I had lobster or something, because I was going down
the menu—I was staying there every night, and that was the only thing I hadn’t had,
and I didn’t know how you crack open those things anyway; I’d never had lobster
before.

That’s not what a kid from Charleston would grow up with.

7 Walter Cronkite replaced Douglas Edwards as CBS Evening News anchor in April 1963, and the program
expanded to thirty minutes in September.
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No, not in my side of town. And I could tell that that waiter was just horrified I was
leaving all that, and I was like, “It’s all right; I'm going to watch the news. If you
want to save it for me...but 'm going.”

We need to finish up your high school years.
Okay.
Anything else significant about the last few months in high school?

One thing we didn’t talk—we got to go back to junior high—that has, I think, a
huge impact on me: in eighth grade, I'm running for vice president of the student
council. I couldn’t run for president because I hadn’t been on in it seventh grade.
For some reason I didn’t get on it in seventh grade, and you had to have a year’s
experience to be president, so I could only run for vice president. I ran for vice
president, and I pretty well thought I was going to win; and other people had said,
“You’re going to win that.”

I was running against a guy who was a ninth-grader, who was a geek. This
guy had fuzzy hair, an IQ probably 180. He had the pens in the shirt. Harvey Baker.
Nice guy, but he was one of these guys bordered on genius, but wasn’t what I’d call
one of the more socially active guys, and he ran for vice president. And I thought,
There’s no way this guy... I can beat him. There was another guy running that we’d
been competitive with, but Harvey Baker, I just didn’t think he was a serious
candidate. And in particular, all the girls said, “Oh, you’re going to win. Don’t
worry. Don’t worry.” And I thought, Yeah, I can count on their votes. You never
know about the guys, but the girls, you know...

So they decide we’re going to have a convention: we’re going to have you all
get up and make speeches and have signs out there and rallies and all that. So, okay.
Well, I’d never given a speech up to that point. I'd talked to kids, but I'd never
given a speech, and I didn’t know what to say. And I didn’t want to write
something. I hate writing speeches; I just hate writing things out. So I didn’t know
what I was going to do. I had somebody to nominate me; then I’d get up to make
the speech. I didn’t have anything prepared. Harvey gets up first, gives a speech,
and he promises after every basketball game, there’ll be a sock hop; and the girls go
wild. They love to dance. I'm looking at all my voters, and (DePue laughs) they’re
just going nuts over Harvey. So Harvey gives this speech, and the girls are all
excited, and I get up, and I just mumble. I don’t have a word to say. I'm just
incoherent. I lose that election.

And that always made me extremely conscious to be prepared if you’re going
to get up and make a speech; don’t leave anything to chance. And you better be
good, because you could blow it; I blew that election on that speech. From that day
forward, I don’t think there’s any time I ever got up to give a speech that I wasn’t
prepared. I may not have done very well, but [ knew what I was going to say, and
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I had my notes—I didn’t ever give written [speeches], because I'm not good at
reading something; but I’d have my four points and know what I was going to say.

Was part of your reluctance at that time just thinking back to grade school days,
when you were doing the speech therapy thing?

I was always nervous getting up. I was nervous through governor about making a
speech, particularly if I was before a crowd that I wasn’t sure how they were going
to react. And after Harvey promised sock hops and the girls went nuts, (DePue
laughs) I’'m just beside myself. When I know I’ve got to get up and make a speech,
I get very nervous and think about, You got to know what you’re going to say. You
just can’t take a chance. You got to be prepared. And for many years, [ was very
nervous that you just can’t wing it.

Later, I got so where I could wing it, but I always had three points in my
mind. I’d always walk around with a little note card, and I'd always—I had
speechwriters; they were useless—they knew they didn’t (unintelligible) as
speechwriters. I never read a speech, except the budget address and maybe the State
of the State address. I don’t think I ever read more than two other speeches my
whole governorship; the rest were always three points and kind of go from there.
And after a while, you got confidence, particularly in a campaign or as governor,
that you could get up and do that. But boy, that was one of the most traumatic
experiences I ever had in politics. That’s in eighth grade. I always say you learn so
much more when you lose an election than you do winning an election; and that,
next to losing for state rep, was probably the most traumatic political experience
I had.

I certainly intend to spend a little bit of time talking about that race with Max
Coffey, so we’ll get that.

Yeah, but that eighth grade thing, that was one of those things that has always stuck
in my mind, because that’s one I thought I had won, and it slipped away, and I blew
it. From then on, I’d be nervous, but at least I'd be prepared.

When you’re in that last year, what did you think you’re going to do with your life?
In high school?
Mm-hmm. You were just about ready to graduate.

I always figured I’d go to Eastern. That’s why we lived in Charleston, and
everybody went from Charleston High to Eastern. A few went to U of I, but I didn’t
have any desire to go to U of I. I didn’t follow U of I. I watched basketball, but I
didn’t have this—I’d grown up around Eastern’s campus and always figured I'd go
to Eastern.

My best friend in high school was an all-state football player, and he also
graduated first in our class. Name is John Best, who’s now a minister in Charleston.
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He’d grown up in the south of Charleston, in the poor farmland. They’d raised pigs,
among other things. We had been close friends, and because he was all-state and
very smart, he was recruited; Wabash College in Crawfordsville, Indiana, an all-
boys school, had wanted him to come there. They knew that it helps to bring
somebody with you, so they said, “We’d like you to come over for a weekend,

see the campus, and bring a friend.” So he said, “Why don’t you come with me?”

I didn’t have anything else to do, so I go over to Wabash College with John.

And they treat us like royalty. Nobody at Eastern could care if we came or
not. (DePue laughs) It was during the boom, and public schools didn’t care. But
Wabash was private, and they wanted John, so we got the royal treatment. I’d
never—small college, had tradition, had ivy on the walls; this was neat.

You didn’t notice that there weren’t any girls around?

No, I didn’t notice that (laughs) in time. That’s why I only went one year. And
Wabash doesn’t have hardly any dorms; everybody lives in a fraternity, so it’s all
through the fraternities. Both my brothers were active in the fraternities at Eastern,
and so I’'m going to be in a fraternity anyway; you just took it for granted. When
you come over there, they farm you out to some guys who will take you to their
fraternity house, and they’ll kind of wine and dine you for the day. They took us to
this fraternity house, and everybody, oh, they were glad to see us. Of course, we
were—especially John, he was all-stater, and I was student council president—that
helped a little bit, but it was more him. But here’s two guys, and they’re always in
the rush business, those fraternities, trying to find prospective members. So |
remember we were going to play basketball. I said, “I can’t. I don’t have any tennis
shoes.” “What size do you wear?” They went and bought me tennis shoes. (DePue
laughs) They just went all out.

So we had a great time, and at the college, they said, “We’d like you to come
back. We have these tests. If you take these tests, it will help on scholarships and
also waiving out of classes. Come back for this weekend, when we do that.” My
grade point average was just barely into where they would have me come to take
the test, but John, of course; his was up there. So we went back about two weeks
later, and we got assigned to another fraternity house. This was a really neat house,
and we were there for two nights and took the test. This college was really out to
get me. These fraternities were sending me letters. Nobody from Eastern cared
about me at all. Well, it cost a fortune. We didn’t have any money, and Mom just
kind of gulped when I said, “I think maybe I want to go to Wabash.”

Long story short, that’s what I thought a lot about my senior year: Where am
I going to go to college? Before, I'd always taken it for granted I'd go to Eastern,
but all of a sudden here, I had a chance to go someplace else, and they wanted me.
And the question was, could we afford it, which we couldn’t, but I still went
anyway. I didn’t win any scholarships, but because of my test scores, I didn’t have
to take the social science requirement—they call it civilization clues, kind of a
broad history class—and that made me look like I was smart. So all of a sudden,
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I go on all the lists. Here’s a guy that waives out of CC; he must be smart. All the
fraternities were worried about their grade point average because they had to keep
their grade point average up. And the jock house, the Phi Delts—and I always
thought I ought to be in a jock house; that’s what my brothers were in—wanted me
because their grade point was terrible; they needed to recruit some smart guys, and
they thought I was smart.

So anyway, that whole end of my senior year was taken up with trying to
decide: Am I going to go to Wabash? If I go, what fraternity? and then trying to
figure out how we could afford it. The other thing was politics. I was watching the
presidential election. And—

'64.

Oh, that was the election of my growing up, and I sure didn’t want Barry
Goldwater—he was some right-wing conservative. I wanted a moderate
Republican. Rockefeller kept screwing around—that’s who I had been for, but he
wasn’t going to run. Bill Scranton was who I was really for, the governor of
Pennsylvania. First he said he wasn’t going to run, and finally in June, he
announced he was going to run. Barry Goldwater pretty well had it sewed up. He’d
beat Nelson Rockefeller in the California primary. If Rockefeller had won the
California primary, they’d have probably stopped Goldwater, and Rockefeller might
have been the nominee, but he lost it by 2 percent. Happy, his second wife, had just
had a baby and reminded everybody of the divorce, and this is a Republican
primary.

So he dropped out, and Scranton comes in at the last minute. Scranton asked,
“If anybody can help me, please write.” I write him a letter. I’ve probably written
ten letters in my life of my own, so any of these letters you see, I didn’t write them;
somebody else did. I might have signed them. I wrote a letter about how, being
from Illinois, being the land of Lincoln and the Republican Party the party of
Lincoln, I just thought it would be terrible to have somebody who voted against the
Civil Rights bill be our nominee—Goldwater voted against the Civil Rights bill—
and how much I would like to see Governor Scranton be president; and if I could
help... Lo and behold, a week later, I get a phone call from Scranton, Pennsylvania.
Illinois is one of the few states where you have a pretty large block of uncommitted
delegates.

Going into the Republican convention.

Going into the Republican convention, including in our area. So they’re going to
take a train trip through central Illinois, and one of the stops is going to be Mattoon.
They wondered if I could help put together the rally. And so one of their advance
guys comes out from Pennsylvania and calls me, and I meet with him. They need to
get a pep band, they need to get a crowd, they need signs up around. I get the
Charleston pep band; I get kids to show up; I get signs. We plaster the county with
signs about this rally. I think this was short notice. We get about three thousand
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people out at the railroad station in Mattoon; the Goldwater guys from Eastern also
come, and we get in a brawl with them. I’ve got the Charleston pep band there, and
here’s these Goldwater guys. All of a sudden, we start swinging; and the guy with
the tuba, he’s (unintelligible). (laughter) I'd never been in a brawl before, but we
have a brawl.'®

Finally get that over with, and Scranton comes through, and they have a great
crowd and everything. The advance guy just says, “Oh, this is great. You get to San
Francisco, and we’ll have a job for you at the convention.” I’m not eighteen yet;

I think I’m still seventeen, because my birthday is in July, and this is before that.
I’'m excited. I go home and tell Mom “Mom, I’'m going to San Francisco for the
convention.” She looked and me and said, “You’re not going to San Francisco;
you’re staying here.” (laughs) So I watch that on TV. That was a mean convention.
They unplugged Rockefeller while he was speaking at that convention. Ugh, that
was a nasty convention.

That’s August *64?

Yeah. At the Cow Palace in San Francisco. So I watched it on television. But that
all was the end of my senior year, and that was a big deal. I get a personal letter
from Bill Scranton, thanking me. I’m sure it was probably some autopen, (laughs)
but I thought it was personal. So that was my first involvement in non-school
politics. But that was all that senior year in high school. I couldn’t play sports that
year because my back was hurt. We had the Kennedy assassination. Bigger thing:
the Beatles. That was the big thing.

Spring of 64 is when they came on the Sullivan Show?

It was about February, I think, of 64 when they were on the Sullivan Show. That
changed the music landscape. That’s what I remember. I remember Kennedy got
shot, but then I remember the Beatles came. It was kind of like you had a death, and
you had this huge awakening, had the Beatles. And a lot of that stuff I didn’t like.

I liked the Beatles. A lot of those groups—Rolling Stones and all those groups—but
the Beatles, I liked from the word go. Because I remember going over to Wabash,
and they had some Beatle records, and I thought that was neat. But again, I’'d
always just taken for granted I was going to Eastern, so there never was much
anxiety on my part about college; I just figured I’d go to Eastern.

But did you know what you were going to be doing after college?

' Scranton announced his candidacy in a speech at Baltimore on June 12, 1964. Desperate to make inroads on
Goldwater’s strong support in Illinois, where a June 30 meeting of the Illinois convention delegation at the
O’Hare Inn in Rosemont had committed forty-eight of the state’s fifty-eight delegates; Scranton planned a
whistle-stop tour from Springfield to Chicago, ending with an evening rally in Evanston’s Fountain Square.
Scranton scheduled a ten-minute stop in Mattoon, arriving at 2:45 PM, for July 7. The Tribune reported “1,200
turn out at Mattoon” but “only a few hundred stayed to hear him” after a rain shower passed through before his
talk. Chicago Tribune, July 1, 6, and 8, 1964.
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Oh, yeah, politics. I was going to be in government. That’s all I wanted to do.
International affairs; I didn’t know what, but I wanted something in that vein.

Was that what you were telling people when they’d ask you?

Yeah. People who knew me just figured I was going to be in politics. And really,
at that point, [ wanted to be in international affairs. You had the Peace Corps
established. I thought that’s an option; I would try to do something like that. But
I was really into international affairs—knowing what was going on in the world.
While I wasn’t a big Kennedy fan—I wasn’t like a lot of kids—the Peace Corps,
I really liked that idea.

What were your personal private ambitions?
To be president.
To be president. Were you telling people that?

I said I wanted to be a politician. I think be a U.S. senator. I'd read Advise and
Consent (1959), by Allen Drury, and I loved that book. Back then, being a U.S.
senator was a good job. You had the club. And I probably knew every U.S. senator
there was in the country at that point.

Most elite club in the world.

Yeah. I thought, Yeah, that’s what I want to go do. Again, state government wasn’t
on my radar screen. You never talked about state government. Governor Scranton
from Pennsylvania had come from Pennsylvania, but that wasn’t because he was a
governor; it’s just he was a moderate Republican that Newsweek wrote this article I
thought was pretty good about him. So, no, I knew I wanted to be in government of
some kind. It wasn’t business or anything like that. I wanted to go be in politics, be
an officeholder.

We’re getting towards the end for today’s session, but I want to ask you about this
story that Tony told me about.

Oh, in high school?
At the end of your high school career.

Yeah. I was student council president. We’re getting ready for the next year
election, and, of course, I had a candidate. We pretty well always had a machine
I put together of people; I tried to move the right people.

A machine politician in Charleston High School, huh?

Yeah, I guess. I always wanted to pick my successor. I put a guy in for class
president, and I wanted to have a guy—and a good friend of mine’s a junior. He’s
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named Frosty Heath. Frosty wasn’t real interested, but I thought he’d be a good guy
to be student council president. So I wanted Frosty to run. There had been another
guy on the student council named Jerry Ambrose, who had been good to me, but I
just thought Frosty was more of a leader. People looked up to him more. So I got
Frosty to run for student council president. Jerry Ambrose wanted to run, so he ran,
too, and he got Tony to give his speech.

I had to be neutral, but I was running the program that day. So Tony gets up
there and Tony is great. Tony was funny, but he was a good talker. He gives this
talk about how he’s “watched the school government flounder and everything”—
basically attacking me in this speech. I’m just sitting there—everybody said I was
squirming—I wasn’t. I was just sitting there: Tony, you phony no-good... Because
Tony and I were friends, but he was just giving a speech. He was going to be a
lawyer, and he could be on either side.

Just for the fun of it?

Yeah, he could be on either side. I knew he had no real, true beliefs. The crowd’s
laughing because he’s just ripping into the way things are going. Well, that’s me.
(DePue laughs) Then Jerry wins the election. I always felt—because Jerry really
had been a good student council member and probably was the right guy. Frosty
just wasn’t into it, but I thought everybody liked Frosty. They looked up to him as
a leader.

He’s got a good nickname.

Yeah. And Jerry, he’s smart, but Tony’s speech, and Jerry won. Jerry went off and
became a very successful lawyer at Sidley and Austin in Chicago, and Frosty ended
up working at a lumber company down in Effingham, last time I checked. He’s
happy—probably happier than Jerry was. But Tony—he just loved lambasting me
at that speech. He didn’t say my name, just said, “The current administration...” and
going on. And “flounder”—I remember he used the word “flounder” about eighteen
times. I just said, “Tony, you...” And as I said, we were good friends. We’re good
friends. “You phony no-good.” But Jerry had asked him to give a speech, and he
did. So he loved that because he knew I squirmed; and then Jerry won, so he really
loved that too, because he beat me. (laughs)

That’s probably a good note to finish on for today. We’ve spent quite a bit of time,
and it’s been great listening to these stories and getting some insights into what it
was like growing up in Charleston in those years.

Charleston: again, let me just say about growing up there. It was particularly great
to grow up in Charleston because it was a small town but there was a university,
and that combination, to me, is the best combination you could have. Small enough
that with limited ability you could do what you wanted to do. With the university,
you were exposed to things you wouldn’t be exposed to otherwise. You could be
isolated in downstate Illinois in many towns—not have the opportunity to have
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some of the cultural and intellectual things that you do at a university community.
Because I grew up around the campus, I took advantage. I think that helped maybe
broaden me more than I would have been if I had been in another town of ten
thousand people, without a university, in downstate Illinois.

While we didn’t have a whole lot of money, I don’t think I ever felt like I was
poor. I don’t think I ever felt like I did without. We didn’t talk about this, but I
always had jobs. I mowed yards, passed papers, worked in a jewelry store a
summer, worked at a Dairy Queen in high school—unfortunately developed a taste
for chocolate milkshakes that has probably put twenty pounds on me that I didn’t
need. I always felt like I was very fortunate, even though looking back, I think it
was unfortunate I didn’t have a father when I was growing up. I think that’s
something that would have been good to have. But I never felt like, growing up,

I lacked any opportunity, never thought I couldn’t do something. I thought about
going to law school, and I thought maybe I can’t afford some of the law schools.
It was the first time in my life I ever thought, Gee, I can’t do what I want to do.
Because I got to go to Wabash when I really shouldn’t have gone to Wabash; we
couldn’t afford it. But I always had clothes I needed. I always got to do things I
wanted to do, maybe not the degree other kids—I didn’t get to go to Florida and
things like that—but that wasn’t a big thing.

So I feel that I had a pretty normal childhood with the exception of maybe
being a political junkie, which wasn’t normal. I was raised by a single parent, which
was kind of unusual back then. You didn’t have that many women raising their
children after the war as much. But again, I felt very fortunate. I am convinced—

I may be wrong—if I’d have grown up in a big city, I would have never been
governor; if [ had grown up in a small town without a university, I’d have never
been governor. I just think that all kind of helped get me prepared or interested in
whatever came along later. Of course, anything can change. You could have missed
one of your steps and not gone where you ended up going, but I feel very good
about the opportunities I had growing up.

How about growing up with a father and a mother? Would you have been as
focused and ambitious?

No. I’m sure that in some ways my mother probably would have allowed me to
think I could do whatever I wanted to do and encouraged me. Even though she
didn’t like politics, as I found out later, she never discouraged me from doing those
things. So, yeah, it’s possible I could have had a father, and I might have gotten in
his business. I don’t know, I’d have been trying to sell you a typewriter right now,
or something like that. Because I think if Dad had kept that business, I'm sure Fred
would have gone into it.

Yeah, that’s certainly the impression he gave me.

Yeah.
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That Tom wasn’t interested.

Tom wouldn’t have been. I might have, but it might have given me a whole
different perspective. I kind of developed my own thing that I watched growing up,
and that was politics; that was government, international affairs, and all these
things. Because I was kind of left on my own to that degree, I could do that. And
again, Mom—I don’t know if the story’s in here, because Dan always liked to talk
about it—but they started the Coles County Historical Society, I think when I was
in high school. It cost twenty-five dollars to be a charter member. That’s pretty
expensive. Mom thought I ought to be a charter member.

That you ought to be?

Yeah, not her, but she knew I loved history, she thought that’d be good for me, and
so she got me to do it. She gave me the check and had me go give them. So I'm a
charter member, even though I was a high school student, of the Coles County
Historical Society. But again, that was Mom just thinking about what I wanted to
do and liked to do.

Cultivating your interests.

Yeah. It’s like going to college. There’s no way we could afford me going to
Wabash. She had to take out a loan and do all kinds of things, but that’s what I
wanted to do, and she was going to make sure I got a chance to do what I wanted to
do. So again, I look back on my years growing up. I’m sure there are some things I
didn’t—I didn’t have a great appreciation for large cities. I didn’t know minorities,
but I didn’t dislike minorities. I hadn’t grown up around an environment where you
thought ill of them. I was a big proponent of civil rights. Martin Luther King, I
thought, was one of the great men of our time—Martin Luther King, Jr. While I
think I lacked some of that knowledge, in some ways, that naiveté might have been
good for me, because I was a little more open-minded than I might have been
otherwise.

Again, I look back—I felt fortunate to get a chance to grow up in a town that
was small but also had a university. [ had a mother who was both father and mother
and did whatever she could to help me along the route I wanted to go. I was
fortunate my two older brothers didn’t kill me at some point, (DePue laughs)
because they would have liked to. Fred was kind of my—I always tried to reach his
level at sports and things, but it also helped me—for all my shyness and everything,
everybody said, “That’s Fred Edgar’s little brother.” That probably opened a few
doors for me, particularly when I went off to high school. Fred was pretty well
thought of. I feel very fortunate in that I think I had a lot of drive, but I don’t think
I had any huge mountains to overcome, as maybe some people would have.

Excellent. Thank you very much, Governor.

(end of interview 1)
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DePue: Today is Friday, May 22, 2009. My name is Mark DePue; I'm the director of oral
history at the Abraham Lincoln Presidential Library. This is my second session with
Gov. Jim Edgar. Good morning, Governor.

Edgar: Good morning.

DePue: This is the Friday before Memorial Day, just to kind of put a marker on the wall for
that. We had an excellent discussion yesterday about growing up in Charleston,
Ilinois, in what I believe you would agree was an idyllic kind of a setting and a
great place to grow up.

Edgar: That it was.

DePue: And we got you to the point where you’re just about ready to head over to Wabash
College, so let’s pick it up from there.

Edgar: In the fall of *64, I left home, which was a pretty big deal because, as we talked
yesterday, I was pretty well spoiled by my mother. And I went from all the luxuries
of a mother who would do anything for me, to living in a fraternity house where I
was not only living in the house and going through pledgeship—which is a lot
tougher than living in a dorm and going through pledgeship—but also had to clean
pots and pans and work in the kitchen so I could try to earn some keep to afford
going to Wabash. So it was a (laughs) very traumatic experience. They had all been
so nice and wanted me to come; and, of course, the fraternities, they all rush you,
and you go through that, and you begin to think you’re pretty hot stuff. And then,
second day after we got there, they woke us up at three o’clock in the morning, and
we had our first lineup. It was pretty tough from a personal point of view. I never
was in the armed service, but I always felt like my year at Wabash, particularly my
pledgeship, was my boot camp in some ways in life. It was just so different because
there was nobody there taking care of you; you better take care of yourself. And as
a pledge, you had to clean the house and be attentive to any of the actives. They
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played us pretty—they didn’t touch you, they didn’t hit you; but boy, other than
that, it was psychological abuse. (laughs) I thought that—

Did they have their own hazing traditions?
Oh, yeah.
Any in particular that stick with you?

Raw eggs you’d have to take once in a while. I had a bad back from football in high
school and I had to quit football, so I wouldn’t have to do all the exercise, the
pushups and all that; but somebody else would have to do it for me in my pledge
class. (DePue laughs) So this poor guy had to do twice.

Made you very popular.

Oh yeah, yeah. I was the pledge class president, and my major goal in life was to
figure out how we could survive. That was one of the transitions.

The other thing is, of course, I had grown up in Illinois. Even though I was
from Oklahoma, I’d spent most my life in Illinois. This was Indiana; this was like
another world. And so you had a completely different environment. I didn’t know
anybody there. There wasn’t anybody from my hometown. They were all from
Indiana, and they all talked about the Indianapolis 500, which I didn’t care about,
and they talked about Rick Mount, who was a basketball player in one of the towns.
It was all Indiana. So it was just like being dropped in a foreign country. Now, they
did speak English, (DePue laughs) but other than that it was pretty foreign to me.

Plus, Wabash was a tough school. It was, academically, a very tough school.
And I’d been all right in school; I wasn’t any Einstein—at least my grades weren’t.
I usually did pretty well on my test scores, when you do aptitude tests; but I didn’t
do that well, necessarily, in schoolwork because I had other things on my mind. As
I think I alluded to yesterday, one of the reasons they wanted me is I had taken tests,
and I had been able to exempt out of their introductory history course; so everybody
thought I was smart. Well, I'm smart in history, but other than that I'm not very
smart. So the struggle that first semester over there was you wanted to make grades,
because if you didn’t make grades, you didn’t go active. That was part of the
incentive.

You didn’t go active in the...?
In the fraternity.
Wow.

And again, we lived in a fraternity house. (laughs) And I say that—somebody
listening to this tape: “What’s the big deal about that?” You were a pledge twenty-
four hours a day, and there was no escape. They did require study hours, so we had
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our regimented—when we had to be at our desks studying. We all lived upstairs in
this dorm area that kept the window open all night, in which you froze. That was
the coldest winter I’ ve ever experienced in my life. So there were a lot of personal
things that were a complete, 180-degrees difference than what I had experienced.
Besides, I didn’t have any money, and a lot of these kids had money, and I didn’t
have any money to buy clothes or do hardly anything. So where I never had any
money in Charleston to speak of, I had enough; but here, I just remember feeling
very poor and very homesick. And I go into all this detail because it really made an
impact on me. That was a very traumatic experience.

But the night before our first classes—I was in the Phi Delta Theta fraternity,
and the Phi Delts had a tradition: the pledges would all go around and steal all the
trophies of all the other fraternities. Apparently we did this every year, and you’d
think they’d be waiting for us. But we went around to every other fraternity that
night and stole all their trophies and brought them back to the Phi Delt house. So we
were up all night. We got to bed about six o’clock, and I had an eight o’clock math
course. And math—I had always done well in high school, but then they came in
with new math, and I never did understand new math. I slept through my first class
in college, and I don’t think—I never did catch up in that math class. (DePue
laughs) I think I got a D out of that. It was not a good—never did understand what
we were talking about. So anyway, going to Wabash was quite like throwing cold
water in my face. Just all of a sudden, life was a lot different.

Based on our discussion yesterday, I’ve got to ask you: how was the cooking? Did
it compare to mom’s cooking?

Oh, no. We had a cook there—nice old lady—but she couldn’t cook. Of course, she
was cooking for about sixty-five people and had a budget, and I think they bought
the cheapest food they could find; so, no, it didn’t compare at all. I had plenty of
food, but one thing good about working in the kitchen, you kind of could—what
was left over. The few times I got to go home—that first semester, I think I only
went home at Thanksgiving—I was so glad to go get a good meal (DePue laughs)
and not have to wash the pots and pans afterwards, and didn’t have to clean up the
house.

Have you ever been accused of being a fussy eater?

Oh, yeah. If you talked to my mother or you’d talk to my wife, they would tell you,
very much a fussy eater. Very fussy about a lot of that kind of stuff. So anyway,
going off to Wabash was a great, new experience, but I have to say, right away,

I thought, Boy, what have I done?

Then the other thing: there were no girls. That’s a terrible way to get an
education. We would go down—the first weekend I was there, one of the actives
took me, and he got me a blind date down at DePauw. And a blind date is always
dangerous, I found. I had several blind dates from DePauw. Now, they may have
thought they didn’t get a very good deal. I have to say that that wasn’t my favorite
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way of socializing. So again, school was tough. You never knew in the middle of
the night when they were going to get you up for a lineup. You just slept in fear.
(laughs) And it didn’t take me long to have friends in the pledge class, but they all
were Indiana, Pennsylvania—nobody from Illinois. There was a kid from Peoria.
We weren’t that close. Anyway, it was a traumatic experience in a lot of ways.

How far into it did you decide, I think I want to go someplace else next year?

You always thought about that. After you got through pledgeship the first
semester—and hell week was unbelievable. For four days, we had burlap bags we
wore, and we had to carry an onion around. It was just an experience, and you go
through this whole pulling together as a pledge class. And being president of the
pledge class, I felt like I had to kind of hold everybody together and help the guys
that really were suffering. But after you got through that first semester and made
grade—so you go in active, you were no longer in pledgeship—it was a lot better;
you weren’t worried that at about three o’clock in the morning, they were going to
get you up for a lineup or harass you in some ways.

But socially, as I said yesterday, I’d just as soon hang out with a girl than I
would a bunch of guys. Basically, Monday morning, guys would start off not too
bad because maybe they’d had a date that weekend at DePauw. But by the time they
got to Friday, they hadn’t bathed, they hadn’t done—and they were a pretty cruddy-
looking group of guys. Some guys drank. We weren’t supposed to, officially, have
alcohol in the fraternity house, but some guys did have it. And so we’d have
keggers or we’d have parties, and everybody would just get blitzed. I didn’t drink,
so that was kind of a bore. And a lot of these guys, they’d have their dates, and
they’d all get drunk. I'm sober with my blind date, and it just wasn’t (DePue
laughs) something that I thought was all that great.

A lot of tradition at Wabash, which I enjoyed, probably because I like history.
Their—

Did it have a religious affiliation?

Initially it was Presbyterian, but outside—they did have a department that taught
religion. I don’t know if anybody that taught religion was religious, but you would
not have noticed. I'd go to church every Sunday, and I think outside the Catholics
who would go to Mass, I went to the Baptist church, and I know I was about the
only guy that went every Sunday. And actually, they had me over for church things,
and so that was kind of an escape from the—(laughs) especially that pledgeship
semester, when you were just looking for any way to get out and find somebody
that would be nice to you and fix your meals.

So essentially, you’re paying an awful lot of money to get harassed like this.

Paying a lot of money to be miserable. Toward the end of the second semester, it
was spring, and it was the end of the thing, and it was okay. But I knew my grades
weren’t spectacular—I did okay in history and that area, but English was a struggle
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a little bit. I took French—I did all right in French because I'd had French in high
school. I just thought, I’'m not really—and most people who went to Wabash were
going to go on to graduate school. A lot of doctors come out of there. In fact, |
would say there were about eighteen in our pledge class, and I imagine eight of
them are doctors now. So kids were pretty smart there, and you knew you had to
have pretty good grades because you were going to go to law school, you were
going to go to medical school, you were going to go someplace. So I was a little
concerned my grades weren’t going to be good enough to go on and get a graduate
degree in something, which I figured I was probably going to have to do.

The other thing I always worried about, too, is I don’t want to live in Indiana.
(DePue laughs) If you’re going to live in Indiana, Wabash is a great place to be.
Produce a lot of governors and very influential people in Indiana, but I want to go
back to Illinois. I just learned, about a week ago, that Governor Green, who was
governor in the forties, had gone one year to Wabash, went off to World War 1,
and didn’t go back to Wabash.' 1 guess I'm the second Illinois governor that went
(DePue laughs) to Wabash.

But I began to think, Maybe I ought to think about it—plus, I can’t afford it.
If they don’t give me a scholarship or give me some money to come back, there’s
no way I can do it.

I take it your grades weren’t looking that great to be eligible for a scholarship?

My grades weren’t that great, but they give it if you make grades. If you’ve got
about a C average, they’ll consider it, particularly if you’ve been there and it looks
like you’re involved. I was active in my fraternity and I knew people around
campus and stuff, so I was involved. One of the guys in the fraternity—an
upperclassman’s father was the general counsel to the university, and I think he
pulled some strings. So if I’d have come back, they were going to pay half my way.

Tuition or...?

Tuition, yeah, which is the big deal there. Room and board was minor compared to
tuition. And they’re going to pay half that and whatever. But I decided I ought to
take some classes in the summer, and so I went back to Eastern that summer. But
that year at Wabash, again, I always look back on it kind of like my year in service
(DePue laughs) because it sure wasn’t how I wanted to do things. I think it was
good for me because it got me away and kind of made me realize there’s a lot
bigger world out there than just something around Charleston, or even Eastern.

But I have to say that when I went to Eastern for summer school, I knew I
wasn’t going back to Wabash. First of all, there were girls, (DePue laughs) and it
was just a lot more laid-back. So I didn’t really tell them until the last I wasn’t
coming back, because I just kept waiting and trying to decide, Do I want to...? But
after I went to summer school at Eastern, I thought, No, I want to stay there. But

" Dwight H. Green (Republican) was governor from 1941-1949.
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Wabash, I always viewed as a great experience. And sometimes I used to regret—
maybe it would have been good to go through an institution like that and be
involved in all the tradition. If it had been coed, I probably wouldn’t have left; if it
had been in Illinois, I probably wouldn’t have left; but it wasn’t either (laughs) one
of those, and it was very expensive.

Why was being in Illinois such an important thing for you at that time?

I thought I wanted to be in politics, and I also thought maybe I wanted to do
international affairs. Those are the two things. But I thought if I wanted to be in
politics, I'd start in [llinois. I knew I didn’t want to start in Indiana. Indiana, in my
impression, was the Mississippi of the north. I just wasn’t that enamored with that.
The reason I went to Wabash is my best friend, who was this all-stater. He didn’t go
to Wabash. He ended up going to Dartmouth.

(laughs) He didn’t even start by going to Wabash?

No. He went to Dartmouth, and they got me, but they didn’t get him. And we both
quit after one year and went back to Eastern. He played football but got hurt, and he
was really homesick, too. So that year at Wabash was a good experience for me.
I’m not sorry I did it. In a lot of ways, it helped me when I came back to Eastern.

I think if I’d have gone to Eastern my freshman year, I'm not sure what would have
happened to me. I think I’d have just been one of the townies and maybe in a
fraternity, but coming back that sophomore year gave me a lot better perspective.
And the important thing when I came—do you want to talk any more about
Wabash? I'm trying to think; I don’t think there’s much more.

No, I think I was about ready to move on.

When I came back to Eastern, one of the deals was a friend of my brother’s was
partners in this new clothing store, and he said they’d give me a job.

Did you start this the summer that you were taking classes?

No, I didn’t start the summer. They weren’t opened yet; they were just getting it
ready. It was a store, but they built a new store. He was the junior partner, but he
was able to get them to take me on. Working at that clothing store was the key to
my time at Eastern. That’s what made me at Eastern.

The clothing store’s name?

Cavins & Bayles. On campus. And you have to understand, in the 1960s, Eastern
was a very well-dressed college campus. Lot of kids wore coat and tie to class. All
the fraternities would have their day, and they’d all wear their blazers. So it wasn’t
just sweatshirts and blue jeans. In fact, we’d have clothing salesmen come through
and say Eastern’s one of the best-dressed campuses they go to when they sell
products. So working at this clothing store, which was right across from Old Main
and Pem Hall [Pemberton Hall]. Pem Hall is the oldest women’s dorm in the state.
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My mother lived in Pem Hall, my wife lived in Pem Hall, and my wife’s
grandmother lived in Pem Hall; and if we could have got our daughter to go to
Eastern and live in Pem Hall, she would have been the first-ever fourth-generation
Pem Hall girl, because Brenda’s grandmother lived in Pem Hall right after they
built it.

Was Pem Hall a sorority?

No, it was a dorm, but it was the first women’s dorm at any state university in
Illinois, and it had a lot of tradition. It was the old building. The clothing store was
right across from that. And that’s important later; that’s how I meet Brenda, too.
But that clothing store, when I went to work in the fall—summer school’s pretty
laid-back and everything, but fall, things get going pretty full speed. In the summer
at Eastern, you didn’t pay attention to who belonged to what fraternities; all the
Greeks got together. You all hung out together. And even though I wasn’t a Greek
at Eastern, I had been a Greek at Wabash. They didn’t have a Phi Delt at Eastern,
which meant I couldn’t join any fraternities, which was a good thing because that
kept me from being—I became a social member of the Sig Taus, which my brothers
had belonged to. That was the drinking fraternity; I had absolutely nothing in
common with those guys. And at the clothing store I worked at, we had somebody
from about every fraternity working there to help get business in. And one of my
best friends in college was a Sig Pi. That was the real preppy fraternity and the
well-dressed fraternity. So [—

Wait a minute, the preppy, well-dressed is also the drinking fraternity?
No, that was the Sig Taus. That’s the Animal—
Sig Tau.

They’re the Animal House. They even put “animal” on their sweatshirts. “Animal
House,” they put on their sweatshirts. They thought that was a plus. So while I was
a social member of that fraternity, I never socialized with them. I couldn’t be in a
fraternity because I had been a Phi Delt. It’s secret stuff and all that; you can’t...
Later, they got to have Phi Delts at Eastern, but not when I was there.

But as I said, at the clothing store, this meant I didn’t just hang out with one
fraternity; I hung out with guys from different fraternities. And this would be
important later when I ran for student body president, because I was the Greek
candidate but I wasn’t just from one house; they all accepted me. The Sig Pis; Sig
Taus liked me. I knew guys in all—but they didn’t view me as [any] one of them,;
I was just a Greek. But I worked at Cavins & Bayles. A huge number of people at
Eastern came through Cavins & Bayles to buy clothes, and everybody knew me
because I worked at Cavins & Bayles. I think somebody told you I used to have a—
pretty well dressed. That was because I had to. We were required to have a dress
shirt and a tie when we worked, and we got clothes at cost, so all my money went
for clothes. And up to that point in my life, I’d probably had one sport coat. By the
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time I graduated from college, I had probably ten sport coats, six suits—they were
all tailored-made—and thirty dress shirts. I was never that well-dressed since.
(DePue laughs) But going to Eastern and working at Cavins & Bayles was really
the key. And I think the key was I didn’t start out my freshman year and kind of get
pigeonholed into one group; I came in and worked at Cavins & Bayles, where I was
exposed to everybody. And—

In essence, that’s your fraternity experience at Eastern.

Yeah, for all practi—it gave me the ability to know people in a variety of
fraternities and a variety of capacities because I wasn’t tied to one fraternity. I lived
at home; [ worked a lot, but by working, I was socializing with folks. Because
you’d come in, you’d talk to them and you’d get to know them, and—

Wa